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	1. Chapter 1

Nicoline lead the trainees and a few trainers on their last lap around the course. The dirt by the road was pounded down hard, having taken the abuse of over one hundred years of training. The trainees themselves were gasping and groaning, but they were children, not even a year into boot, so it was to be expected. She was looking forward to the lesson following the run. She had a degree in teaching, history specifically, and today she got to use it. Nicoline took a deep breath and relished the fresh air. It was a great day, with perfect weather. The seasons is Sparta were longer than the Earth standard, and right now, that meant that they got to enjoy a longer summer.

Ships flew through the air, nearly perfectly silent on their gravity pods. Many were heavy transports, carrying anything from food to raw materials to even exoskeleton wearing workers, but there were also small, personal ships and, of course, military drop ships. The wind kicked up pleasantly as they came to the end of their run.

"Form up," she said. The trainees stopped and sluggishly complied. _A few more months and five miles won't even wind them,_ she thought. They were unusually resilient, but that was to be expected. Even though they were children, they were Spartans, products of their eugenics work.

Nicoline helped a few other trainers hand out water bottles to the squads that fully complied with the form up order. While they were barely a year into boot, their form was perfect. Many Spartan parents raised their children with at least rudimentary knowledge of military jargon and formations, but all were raised with the strict sense of discipline. There was no need to teach, or discipline, what was second nature.

"Does anyone know where we are?" Nicoline asked.

Most of the children—_trainees_, she mentally corrected herself—rose their hands. She picked one at random, the number 908 stenciled on his shirt.

"Ma'am, we're at one of the cryogenic banks, ma'am," he said.

"Very good, trainee. Do you know which one it is?" She asked.

"No, ma'am."

"You'd better learn, trainee. This is your history you're learning, and it's damn important," she said. She gestured to the squat building. "This is the _first_ cryogenic bank in Spartan history."

A few of the children gasped.

"Do any of you know what that means?" She asked. All the children raised their arms. "You, 749."

"Ma'am, this is the bank where Generals Fredrick, Kelly, Linda and Naomi are kept, ma'am."

"Very good. I dare to assume that all of you know who they are. We're going to go in and take a look."

The children were very composed, but they were leaking excitement. Nicoline didn't blame them; everyone was giddy when they got to see Fredrick, Kelly, Linda and Naomi. Four of the surviving SPARTAN-II members, perhaps the last four, and the founders of Sparta and their lifestyle. If they were religious, it would be like getting to meet Buddha, or the Prophet Mohammad. She opened the door to the cryogenic facility and walked in. The staff was there, waiting for them.

"ID," Adrian, the desk attendant, said. It was a pure formality, Nicoline knew Adrian personally, but protocol had to be followed. She handed over her ID card and Adrian ran it through the scanner. It beeped, giving her clearance.

"Take the elevators to the first subterranean floor, and stay on the walkways," he said.

"Thank you." Nicoline turned to the trainees. "You heard the man, get to the elevators. No pushing."

"Yes, ma'am," the trainees said and obediently walked to the elevators. They could hardly contain themselves, though, and Nicoline didn't blame them. She was getting excited, too. Everyone, not just Spartans but civilians too, knew the legends of the three who founded Sparta. They were as famous as _the_ Master Chief.

There were four freight elevators, and they were able to take everyone, trainees and trainers. There was muted talk in Nicoline's elevator, but she let it slide. The children were going to meet frozen legends, after all.

They got out at the first of several subfloors. An attendant was waiting to clear them to enter the main chamber. The air was cold, to be expected of a cryogenic facility.

"Form up, two lines," Nicoline ordered. The children quickly obeyed, and the attendant keyed the access code. The pneumatic doors slid open, and Nicoline lead the trainees in. Row upon rows of cryopods filled the space, each with a soldier lying in them and each clearly marked. They all wore moisture wicking undergarments, and many were showing their age. She lead them through the bank, the trainees gawking.

"You are about to see some of our most honored soldiers," she said. "You are all Spartans, and if you grow old enough, you are presented with two choices. The first is to continue to participate in police- and military- actions against the Covenant Nations, to safeguard Earth, the UNSC and Sparta from hostile aliens for the rest of your natural life. This is the course of action that Generals Tom and Ash took.

"The second is to agree to enter cryogenic stasis, as these soldiers have decided to do. You will be time travelers, of sorts. The choice is not made lightly, because as you know, Generals Fredrick, Kelly, Linda and Naomi have been in cryosleep for the past one hundred and seventy years. Do you know why they, as well as the hundreds of other Spartans in this and other cryobanks, chose this option?"

Trainees raised hands. Nicoline picked one.

"Ma'am, it's to be there in our hour of need, when the Covenant Nations finally unite and move to destroy humanity, ma'am."

"Very good, trainee. Can any of you tell just how big the Covenant Nations are? Trainee, you."

"Ma'am, we don't know for sure, but we believe them to occupy around four sectors of civilized space, ma'am."

"And just how big is a sector defined as?"

"Ma'am, two hundred thousand cubed astronomical units, which is the distance from Earth to the sun, ma'am."

"Very good. I'm glad to see you're using your head for something other than a helmet rack. And who else are threatened by the Covenant Nations?"

"Ma'am, the Eli—Sangheili that sided with us during the Battle of Earth, ma'am."

"You'd better watch your mouth, trainee. The Sangheili don't like being called 'Elites.' Understand?"

"Perfectly, ma'am."

"Damn right you do. Aside from that, you're right. The Sangheili that sided with us are known as traitors to their fanatical cousins. They have come to our aid, and we theirs, more times than we can count. Even a delegation came to Sparta to cement a peace treaty with us sixty-eight years ago. We are all in this together, because as far as our spies, as well as the UNSC's ONI can tell, they outnumber us by quite a bit. So if some charismatic San 'Shyuum or Sangheili was to unite every faction, we're all equally screwed, especially if they're able to get their hands on a Halo array.

"That's what they are here for, for when the shit gets real and we're in a right spot of trouble," Nicoline said, gesturing to the row upon row of cryogenic pods behind her.

"Every Spartan kept in a bank like this is a hero," she continued. "After all, our life expectancies aren't as long as a civilian's. I'm sure you all know the saying: 'there are old riders and there are bold riders, but there are never any old, bold riders…'"

"'But if you see one, holy shit, stay out of their way,'" the trainees said, finishing the old saying with gusto.

"Language, trainees," Nicoline chastised, although she still smiled. They walked down until they came to the end of the floor. Against the wall were four cryotubes. They were given their own wall, and had names engraved on them.

General Fredric – 104

General Kelly – 087

General Linda – 058

General Naomi – 010

The trainees gasped. Each of the Spartans were like any other Spartan in the bank, lying on their gel pads and completely inert, but they somehow seemed more majestic. These were the first ones who made Sparta, the last of the mythical SPARTAN-II project, the project that saved humanity.

"These, trainees, are the Generals," Nicoline said. She wasn't immune to the majesty; reverence filled her voice. "What are Fredric, Kelly and Linda known for?"

"Ma'am, for founding Sparta, ma'am" the trainees chorused.

"And General Naomi?"

"Ma'am, for solidifying a peace treaty with the marines and the civilians, ma'am."

"And who helped her?"

"Ma'm, Saint Lucy, ma'am."

"That's right. And if you're lucky and willing, you can be frozen with them."

"Excuse me, ma'am, but who is that?" A trainee asked. Nicoline looked to where the trainee was pointing. There, to the left of the Generals, was a cryotube like any other. A man lay inside, light scars covering his body, with a wicked grin on his face. There was a name engraved on it, again standard, but there was no rank or number.

Theodore.

"We don't know," Nicoline said. "I did my doctoral research on him, but there aren't many records on him. All we know is that he was the first Spartan to be frozen in a cryobank, beating the Generals by a full Earth-standard year. But we can't find any files, records or even a number for him. It's almost as if his information was purposely left blank."

"Ma'am, why would they do that?"

"When the cryobank program first started, it was not as a reputable organization as it is now," Nicoline said. "The Generals were famous for joking that it was their 'easy retirement plan.' Two years after they were interned in the bank, ONI found information on the Covenant Nation, and found that, should they unite, our existence was doomed. From there, the bank became more of a safety precaution, a worst-case scenario if you will.

"With more Spartans volunteering to be frozen, a better categorization system was needed. So for all the Spartans who were frozen previously, their information was added after the fact. For a few Spartans, including Theodore there, we lost some information."

"Ma'am, is it right to assume that Theodore might be a better soldier than the Generals?"

A few trainees hushed the speaker, but Nicoline stopped them.

"It's a good assumption. The only thing we could find is that, apparently, he was ranked 'hyper-lethal,' the first Spartan since the III program to gain that honorific."

"Ma'am, so he would be part of the One Man Army Corp?" One trainee said, voice full of wonder.

"Yes he would. He could even be considered the pre-cursor of the OMAC. There was no record of any other hyper-lethal Spartan at the time."

"Ma'am, can't we wake him, ma'am?"

"We don't want to do that. While we know that we can wake any frozen Spartan, we don't know if there might be complications. No human has ever been frozen as long as the Generals and Theodore, so we want to minimize the risk. Those are long odds, even for Spartans, but it is part of the risk you willingly take if you decide to be frozen."

"Ma'am, will you be frozen?"

Nicoline smiled.

"I think I would like that," she said. "One day, I'll be able to rub shoulders with the Generals, and maybe I can finally ask this Theodore who he really was."

The doors to the cryoroom opened and attendants walked in. Nicoline frowned. They were almost running, and had a hard look to their faces. Adrian walked, nearly ran, up to her.

"What is it?" She asked.

"Sorry Nicoline, but everyone has to leave," Adrian said.

"Why?"

"We got word from the OSI," he said. This got Nicoline's attention. Why would the Office of Spartan Intelligence contact the cryobank? Then her blood froze.

"You're serious."

"Sadly, yes. They've been talking with Sangheili Ministry of Counter-Intelligence. The Covenant Nation is finally making a move."

"The entire Nation?" She asked. "Not just a massive raiding party?"

"The entire Nation," he confirmed. "It's the Sky Fall contingency. We're waking everyone up."

* * *

><p>Fred groaned. It felt like he jumped out of Slipspace without the benefit of being in his armor. The last time he did that it shook him like paint in a mixer, and that when he was still young and in his prime. Now it felt…he really didn't know what it made him feel like. He never felt this way before, and it couldn't change for the better fast enough. He still felt like something was missing.<p>

"Sir? Can you sit up?" Someone said.

He moved, and suddenly he was coughing his lungs out. Right, the lung fluid. That's what was missing. How could he forget that?

"Just cough sir."

It was all that Fred could do. He coughed, spat and heaved, finally getting the vile stuff out of his throat. Then he heard others coughing, and he remembered that he wasn't alone.

"Linda?" He asked. He was surprised that he was able to talk at all. He half-expected that rust would shoot out of his mouth instead of words. "Kelly? Naomi?"

"They're here, sir. Just take it easy, you're all going to be fine."

Fred sat up and blinked. His eyes were slow to respond, so slow. It reminded him of his age. God, how could he get this old? He never would have expected to get that old. Never in his life.

The more he blinked, the more he could see. He was in a room. A medical room, from the looks of it, and he was getting out of his cryopod. Things were too bright, but slowly got better. He saw Kelly, Linda and Naomi on pods and were in the same process of waking up as he was. Then Kelly hopped off her bed and started to stretch, much to the horror of what looked like doctors. Dammit, how did she stay so fast?

"General, sir, can you look at me?"

Fred looked up and saw a doctor. He was holding a pen light in his hand.

"Just follow the light, sir. Thank you." The light moved left, right, up and down. Fred followed it. "Now look forward." The doctor shined the light into his eyes, than out, than back. "Reactions look good. How do you feel?"

"Like I jumped out of Slipspace in my birthday suit," Fred said.

"That's understandable, sir. Can you tell me who you are?"

"I'm Fred, Spartan-104."

"Can you tell me who your companions are? Point them out."

"Kelly, 087. Linda, 058. Naomi, 010."

"Good, it's all good. I'm Doctor Harris, and allow me to be the first to welcome you back to the land of the living, General Fredric." He offered Fred a hand.

"Just 'Fred,'" he said, shaking the hand.

"Sure thing, General Fred."

"I know my rank, don't need to remind me," Fred said. He slowly got to his feet. The room spun a little, and he gripped the bedside.

"Careful now, sir. You still must be pretty woozy."

"You have no idea."

"I'll make a note of that. Is the room spinning?"

"A little, but I've got a hold on it," he said. He blinked a little and felt better. "Is there any water?"

"We've got plenty of that," the doctor said, handing him a water bottle. Fred drained the entire thing in one go.

"So you're very thirsty," Dr. Harris said, scribbling notes on what looked like a data slate.

"Where are we?"

"You're in a medical facility on Sparta. You might want to sit down for this next part."

"If you're waking us up, that only meant one thing. How long has it been?"

"Are you sure you don't want to sit down?"

"I made my peace with this before I froze myself," he said. "Tell me."

"One hundred and seventy years."

"Seriously?"

"I am, sir."

"It took this long for a big emergency to pop up?" He asked. "I was banking on fifty years."

"I'm…sorry to disappoint you?"

Dammit, it looked like Naomi won the betting pool. And if compound interest was still a constant, she was getting a lot of money.

"That's fine," he said. He took a step and his leg almost immediately cramped up. He hissed and went to do some stretching.

"Cramp?"

"All over," he said as his back seized up when he tried to bend down.

"That's probably a side-effect of being asleep for such a long time," Harris said, taking more notes. "My apologies, sir, but you and the other Generals set a record for the longest humans to be woken up from cryosleep. This is all unfamiliar territory for us, so we need to take as many notes as we can."

"I understand," Fred said. He slowly eased himself down. Good, he could still touch his toes.

"If you'd like, we have masseuses ready for you."

"I'd like that," Fred groaned.

"Do you…need a hand up?"

"Could you?"

Harris offered him a hard and Fred eased himself up, just in time to see Kelly get helped up by two large nurses. They had to be Spartans, or else the staff picked from a pool of very large nurses.

"Bite off a little more than you can chew over there?" He said.

"Very funny," Kelly groaned.

"Linda?"

"Wishing I stayed in cryo," she said. She was barely on her feet.

"Hey, you guys get the news?" Naomi asked.

"What news?" Linda asked.

"About how long we were out for."

"Ma'am, I don't think you should be talking about that," Naomi's doctor said.

"One hundred and seventy years," Naomi said, ignoring the man. "Guess who won the pool?"

"Dammit," Kelly sighed.

"Yep, one hundred and fifty to two hundred," Naomi grinned. "That's all me."

"Why couldn't this wait for another thirty years?" Linda asked. She had the two hundred to two-fifty pool.

"Or twenty years ago," Kelly said. She had the one hundred to one-fifty pool.

"How is compound interest these days?" Naomi asked.

"Uh…decent?" Her doctor said.

"Good enough for me. I got a hundred and seventy years' worth of interest waiting for me."

"Massage now, money later," Kelly said. She hissed in pain as the nurses helped her to a wheelchair. "I feel like my bones are rusted."

"It's on me. I'm sure I can afford it," Naomi laughed.

"Don't you worry, Generals," a man said. Fred could tell that he was a Spartan. No one else could ever be that tall. He had brown/tan hair in the usual military cut, a crisply pressed uniform bare of medals, and a barely suppressed grin. "Your treatment bill is being footed by the state of Sparta."

"That's nice," Linda said.

"Please, we set up funds for this day," the man said. "My name is Madani, Spartan-772. I'm the current General of the Armies of Sparta, and I'd like to welcome you back."

"Glad to be here," Fred said. "Fill us in while we're getting these muscles worked over."

"Would you like it if we waited until after the massages?" Madani asked.

"I don't know what kind of Spartan program you graduated from, but we were trained to hit the ground running," Fred said.

That got the man to straighten up a little.

"My apologies," Madani said, "I thought you would like a little time to adjust. You have been in cryo for a hundred and seventy years."

"And we were woken up because of dire circumstances," Linda said. "We can talk and get a massage at the same time."

"If you insist," Madani said. He nodded to the doctors and nurses. Wheelchairs were brought in and Fred eased himself into one.

"I'll have to accompany you," Harris said. "There are things I have to check out with you."

"Feel free," Fred said. They were wheeled out of the room and their cryopods and down a hallway, their entourage of doctors and nurses and other assistants following them.

"Start from the beginning," Fred said. "What happened when we were frozen?"

"Nothing out of the ordinary," Madani said, following. "There was some head-butting with the marines, but things quieted down when they started having children."

"Can't imagine marines having children," Kelly said.

"They can't imagine us having children," Naomi said. "Peacetime makes everyone strange."

"The biggest thing to happen was the formation of the Covenant Nation," Madani said. "After the First Battle of Circumstances, the fanatically religious sects retreated deep into space, and attempted to re-establish a Covenant empire. They failed, and they turned into bands of religious warriors, each attempting to gain control of the whole. They grew fast, and currently outnumber us and the Sanghaili empire."

"You mean the Elites?" Kelly asked.

Madani, the doctors and the nurses seemed to squirm.

"They're our allies now, and they prefer to be called Sanghaili," Madani said.

"So we're still allied with the fucking hinge-heads, huh?" Naomi said. Everyone gasped and stared at her. "What?"

"General Naomi, we greatly respect you," Madani started, "but could you please refrain from using that slur?"

"Slur? All I said was hinge-head."

"That's a slur now," Madani said, squirming. "It's the civilian equivalent of the 'N-word.'"

"Naomi, we've been at general peace for almost two centuries," Fred said. "We all have adjustments to make, habits to break. And if we're allied with them, we should avoid the slurs as much as possible."

"Understood, sir," Naomi said. "Still allied with—Sanghaili, after all these years. That's new."

"Well, we're allied with the faction that was under the control of the Arbiter," Madani said.

"We figured the Covenant wouldn't last," Linda said.

"It didn't. The writing was on the wall, even before you went into cryo. Even a blind man could see it. So the Arbiter did his best to set his little coalition up to work with humans, first the UNSC and eventually us."

"The Arbiter recognized us as a state?" Linda asked.

"The only one to do so," Madani said. They were wheeled into a room with massage tables waiting. Fred got up with minimal help and lay down on the table.

"Just going to attach some electrodes, sir," a woman said. "The electricity is low-voltage, should help unlock your muscles."

Fred felt plastic disks taped to his body. They were turned on, and it felt like every muscle was dancing. After all the seizing and cramping, it was heavenly. A hot blanket was gently placed on him to ensure that his muscles heated up properly.

"Ooh, where has this been my whole life?" Kelly groaned. "Sorry, you were saying?"

"After the Arbiter's death, things became quiet, if not sporadic," Madani continued. "There were nearly two other civilian uprisings, plenty of Covenant Nation raiding incursions and some rapid expansions by us."

"So we finally colonized other planets," Naomi said.

"That we did. Most were old Forerunner installations, like Onyx, but we even got an outpost on a Halo array."

"You're serious."

"Dead serious. It's lightly manned, because the UNSC could come knocking any day. Got plenty of people working on Forerunner tech. And, because we create our own budgets, we've been throwing more money at it than the UNSC has. Cumulatively, at least. They're still the bigger economy."

"Did Mjolnir get an upgrade?" Kelly asked.

Madani smiled.

"A tech demonstration would better show you. We'll wait until you're done."


	2. Chapter 2

The prayer hall of the massive capital ship was filled to the brim; it went beyond standing room only. Unggoy were pressed against each other, looking like a can of small fish instead of the rank and file of the Covenant, staying with their own kind and far from the Kig-Yar. But whenever some unfortunate Unggoy bumped against them, the Kig-Yar would snap at them, especially if it was a female the Unggoy bothered.

Both of the species occupied the far end of the cavernous hall, although they easily counted for half the population in not only the hall but also the ship and the fleet. Standing closer to the pulpit were the ever-loyal Sangheili and the ruthless Jiralhanae. Both species had feuds that went back centuries, and the only way to keep them in the prayer hall without blood being spilt was to have them stand side-by-side, so neither was closer to the pulpit. Even then, glares were shot across the five-meter gap that stood between the two species. The peace held, but barely.

The new Prophet of Truth, settled deep in his gravity throne, cleared his throat. All idle chatter died as his voice was projected across the hall, and the fleet. Drones hovered in front of him, relaying his image and voice to the many ships in his armada.

"Behold, brothers," he began, spreading his arms wide, "after so many years of bickering, of in-fighting, of proving our worth to all and yet to none, and after being so callously rejected, we are about to embark on the Great Journey.

"The Age of Strife is at an end! No longer will we cower in darkness, fighting over scraps of the former glory of the Covenant. For we have emerged from the shadows reborn, re-forged and with our purpose renewed in our collective beating hearts. We are about to embark on the Journey that will see us reunited with the Forerunners! We shall take their place in the Heavens as rulers of the immaterial realms! For that, we must rejoice!"

The hall was filled with cheers, the air shattered with the pounding of breastplates and the ground shaken by stomps. The Prophet of Truth relished in it, his senior staff behind him ever adding their voices and cheers to the beast of sound.

"But we cannot forget where we came from, what hardships we endured," he said, calling for quiet. It was quickly granted. "For our struggles define us, our grudges give us blessed hatred and drive to right those wrongs. We cannot forget the Great Schism, or our traitorous brothers who stood with the enemy, against us, ruining our ascension. Nor can we forget the Demons that hunted us, pressed us and shattered our resolve."

At the mention of the Demons, growls of hatred simmered.

"But we shall no longer need to fear them," Truth said, "for we stand united! Now, for the first time in generations! We no longer attack each other, battling for petty titles or cheapened ranks. We stand united, and all, even the Demons, shall tremble before our wrath. This time, brothers and sisters, we shall not be denied. The forces of the sinners, even with their Demon armies, could not possibly stand before us, the righteous. The path of the Great Journey is hard, but the rewards are worth it. The path long, but wide for all who wish to walk it. The path is long, but we are at the end of it!"

Truth was deafened by the cheers.

"And we shall see the end of it!" He yelled over the crowd. "We shall assume our place in the Heavens, and punish the wicked with the might of the Forerunners themselves! Now, today, we shall claim our divine right. For it is our destiny, as outlined by the Forerunners and their relics. So cheer, so pray, so devote yourselves! For soon we shall all be gods!"

Truth let the masses in the hall cheer. He let them scream. He let them devote themselves wholly, body and soul, to the Covenant again. They needed the strength to start the Great Journey. He floated away from the pulpit, towards the door to his chambers. Ful 'Theesnam, the Sangheili Fleet Master, was the only one to follow him. Ful was a master combatant and a spirited leader. He had his uses, but Truth's skin crawled when he was forced to admit that Ful was is equal. He was the Prophet of Truth, after all; none should ever be equal to him.

"An excellent speech, great Prophet," Ful said.

"I know it was an excellent speech," Truth said. "The Covenant need fire in their hearts, anger in their veins. We have vermin to kill, and when we have to kill vermin, it is best to do it with hate."

"Of course," Ful said. The screaming from the prayer hall died as they walked further into the ship, further to the deepest part of the _Holy Crusade_, Truth's newly built capital ship. "The Blessed Relic should be thrilled with our army."

"Of course he shall," Truth spat. "He will be joining his masters soon. What loyal servant of the Forerunners would not be ecstatic?"

Ful bristled but didn't growl his displeasure. Like any good Sangheili, he knew his place. Finally, the long corridor ended, and Truth waved the doors open. Inside were his chambers, larger than most command bridges and as ornate as any house of worship.

"Holy Salvis, we have need of your wise counsel," Truth said as he floated into his chambers.

"Yes, yes, yes, strategies to plot, sales to plan," the Forerunner artifact said, floating towards the duo. It was a misshapen metal sphere with a light red, cracked optical eye. Metal phalanges lifted and swayed on their own personal gravities as the relic dipped and dove in the air. Ful knelt while Truth prostrated himself before the Forerunner artificial intelligence. "Oh, please, none of that. We have no time to waste with such formalities, the Flood shall be coming soon, and we must retire them."

"Of course," Truth said.

"Have you received our latest reports?" Ful asked, rising from his knees.

"Indeed. We have a very sizable force ready to drive out," Salvis said. "I find it most interesting that all know basic Containment Protocol. Most interesting, but a great added bargain. The Flood must be stopped, as they were before."

"Do you have any recommendations for how to deal with the humans?" Ful asked.

"Indeed I do!" The tiny machine said cheerfully, spinning on its axis. "This 'humanity' that you refer to seem to be quite the tough customer. But it shall be no matter. They are a customer, regardless of toughness, and what do all customers want?"

"Please, enlighten us," Truth said with as much patience as he could muster. The relic was want to scatterbrained rants, and the longer it took to wring an answer out of it, the longer their wait would be to start the Great Journey.

"They want to be sold something," Salvis chuckled. "They might walk into a store idly, wondering what brought them there, but deep down inside their brains, they know they want to buy something. That is where I come in. I find them the item they want to purchase, often without them knowing it, and I make them buy it. It is what I excel at."

"Your talents are well known," Truth said, "if you could enlighten us with your plans for the Great Journey?"

"Oh, my plants for containment protocol are a work of art. I have truly outdone myself," Salvis said. "Mr. Ful, I have a question for you."

"Anything, holy Relic," Ful said, bowing. Truth's skin crawled again. The relic was choosing to speak to Ful and not him?

"Are there any of your brethren here that are loyal to the Sangheilios nation?"

"There are a few traitors and spies, yes," Ful spat.

"Good. Give them a brief outline of your sales pitch and release them."

"What?" Ful roared.

"I want you to release them, along with an elevator pitch of our plans," Salvis said, carefully repeating itself. "Was I unclear?"

"Holy Relic, they are traitors! They deserve death, not a pardon!"

"Holy Relic, I urge you to reconsider," Truth said.

"We're having a massive sale. We must get word out, even a rough advertisement or word-of-mouth would do," Salvis said. "No one could resist a sale happening near their home."

"So you mean to let our enemies know what we are planning?" Ful sputtered, spit flying from his four jaws.

"Yes, at least a little," Salvis replied. "A good salesman advertises a few key, big-budget items, something to draw people in. And once they are in the store, we pepper them with tiny sales items, things they don't have an will never need, but when they see the sales tickets, they start thinking, 'hmmm, maybe I do need a juicer in my life. That bookshelf _does_ look nice, and it's on sale, too! Twenty-five percent off? Yes, please!'"

The little relic floated this way and that as it prattled on and on.

"You expect our enemies to behave as wealthy landowners looking to spend money?" Truth demanded.

"No, the Relic speaks wisely," Ful said. "We let them know where we strike, but not with how many troops, or of what kind, or what our aim is. We will be coming to them, but with so little information, they will metaphorically come to us."

"Precisely!" Salvis said, spinning again. "Their guard will be down, their purse strings undone, and us waiting to help relieve them of money."

"Their lines will be ragged," Ful said. "They will never know where the bulk of our army will attack. They might over-commit to one theater of war and under-commit elsewhere. We will not be charging into a well-kept defensive line, but rather a hastily planned defensive stance."

"No need to be impressed," the relic said.

"Are you sure such a thing would work?" Truth asked.

"Of course it will!" Salvis shouted, suddenly rounding on Truth, the cracked optic blazing a deep, blood red. "All my sales are profitable! Need I remind you how much you benefited from my sales techniques? When you released me from that buried shopping center, what were you?" The ancient AI trust itself into Truth's face. He hit his gravity throne's controller, trying to move backwards, only to be advanced upon again. Soon he was backed against the wall.

"Alone, weak, the ruler of only a small, backwater mom-and-pop store, barely able to make ends meet! Leaking money like a sieve, couldn't plan a sale to save their life!" Salvis turned on Ful, who fell to his knees again. "And you, such an incompetent store manager! You could sell, but only when the customer asked for it, when they laid themselves bare, asking you where they should put their money! I made you see the big picture, made both of you run in the black for the first time in years! I made that mom-and-pop store into the biggest chain retailer in all the worlds!"

"Hold, blessed Salvis," Ful said, head pressed nearly into the floor. "You have filled our lives with blessings, and we are still reaping the rewards. Please, hold your temper, and we shall do you bidding."

Salvis floated from Ful to Truth to back to Ful again, they eye blazing that deep, pulsating red. Then the red turned to a light pink, and it floated upright again.

"Good," Salvis said in a cheerful voice. "Then let us not waste any more time. Time is money, and money is no good when the Flood come around. We must contain them, we must fire the array once more."

"We must assume our place in the Heavens as gods," Truth said.

"Yes, yes, yes, sure, whatever you say my dear CEO. Whatever you say. Now, come close and do exactly what I tell you."

Truth floated to Salvis, while Ful repositioned his kneeling self closer to the AI, and the holy relic spoke wisdom for them to lap up again.

* * *

><p>Kelly felt like a million bucks. The massage has unkinked anything and everything. She was so fluid it felt like she was twenty years younger. Well, twenty years younger before she was frozen. It was strange to think that she was technically over two-hundred years old now.<p>

They had changed into crisp new uniforms, each with the rank of general, and were lead down to a subterranean firing range.

"Place seems pretty nice," she said. It was huge, easily the size of the ranges on Reach, and it all seemed incredibly new.

"We refurbish them every five to ten years," Madani said. Like them, he wore a simple, unadorned dress uniform that only showed his rank. Spartans attended to attract medals like a magnet; Kelly figured that no one bothered with them unless it was a parade they were attending. Just as they used to do when they were soldiers. It made her itch, thinking about suiting up and fighting another war. "Well, let's get started, shall we? Tyler?"

Another Spartan walked in, this time pushing what seemed to be a large mannequin. A black sheet covered it, but Kelly could make out the head and arms.

"This is Tyler, my partner," Madani said. "He is also the Lieutenant-General of the Armory. He was in charge of the latest armor redesign."

"It's an honor to meet you all," Tyler said, pausing to snap a crisp salute to everyone. Kelly snapped one back before he could finish the salute. Good, she was still fast.

"I'll get this set up in a second," Tyler said, moving the covered mannequin to the middle of the range. He pulled off the black sheet, and Kelly couldn't help but whistle.

While their Mjolnir armor was massive, with large armor sections, this new Mjolnir was thin, skeletal even. There were no true armor plates over the body, instead it just had sections, strips along the outside of the arms and legs, and the torso portion seemed to be modeled after a ribcage. Under the armor was the black hydrostatic gel suit that went under their armor, and that didn't change at all. It was very sleek, yes, but it didn't look like it could stop a knife, let alone a bullet.

"Pretty, but it doesn't seem very strong," Linda said.

"Things have changed over the past hundred years," Tyler said. He pulled out a PDA and tapped a button. The shields popped into existence, but not like Mjolnir shields that flowed to life like they water was running down them. These shields were suddenly, violently, there, and they popped into existence with plenty of jagged edges and sharp angles. If Kelly blinked at the wrong time, she could have easily missed them being turned on. And once they were on, they faded into the background, like the old shields used to do.

"Okay, that was interesting," Naomi said.

Tyler grinned and pulled out a plasma grenade. Kelly stared as he triggered it and slapped it to the suit. The grenade burned radiantly bright as he walked away, and whined before it exploded into a blue fireball. Kelly shielded her eyes, only to have them nearly bulge out of their sockets when the dust cleared. The armor was still there, the mannequin not even remotely damaged. Instead, the shields shined a bright orange, blocky and angular, not at all like the shields of old.

"Ladies and gentlemen, I give you the Hrunting Mark VI armor," Tyler said, waving majestically.

"What happened to Mjolnir?" Fred asked.

"The defining characteristic of Mjolnir was the shields," Tyler said. "When we perfected a new shield design, we decided that we couldn't keep giving it sub-names, it was its own armor now."

"Keeping with tradition and naming things after folklore, huh?" Naomi said.

"We're suckers for it," Madani said.

"We really are," Tyler agreed. "We already used Excalibur and Armads for previous names, so we decided to go with Beowulf this time."

"His heroic sword," Linda said. "I like it."

"Thank you. Our shield breakthrough was fueled by reverse-engineered Forerunner tech. Those aren't energy shields, like what the Covenant used, but rather hard light shields, which used to be pure Forerunner tech."

"Does the UNSC have access to this tech?" Fred asked.

"They do, but not on this miniature scale," Tyler said. "We have a crack team of scientists, Spartan and civilian, working on this. And, as a military nation, we can give them more money per capita than the UNSC. At the expense of getting bitched at by the civilians, but that's another story."

"Why would the civilians bitch?" Kelly asked.

"It's a long story, so here's the short version. Most governments are civilian based with a military attachment; we're military based with a civilian attachment. They pay a lot of bills, and they don't like it. Leads to a lot of friction every year around tax time."

"It's very impressive," Fred said. "But I see a suit. Where's the armor?"

The civilians laughed. Even Madani and Tyler cracked a smile, the most emotion a Spartan was prone to.

"The shields are strong enough to repel nearly all small-arms fire," Tyler said. "But we agree, they're still not invincible. If they were, it would only be a matter of time before someone developed a weapon that could punch through the shields. Despite that, we figured that because of the shield strength, we could roll back on the actual armor. It cuts back on costs while still providing maximum protection."

"What about plasma pistols? Can they still overload the shields?" Kelly asked.

"Technically no. Hard light tech offers more physical control over the shields; we found that with the Mark IV armor that we can create shield layers. What you're actually seeing is four separate layers of hard light shields, not just one.

"An overloaded plasma pistol can still knock out a shield layer or two, but we have two more layers for them to penetrate. So this gives the illusion that Spartans can take a plasma pistol to the face and keep on attacking. It's great for breaking enemy morale."

"Is there a way to fully penetrate the shields in one go?" Linda asked.

"Sniper rifles and heavy weapons," Tyler and Madani said as one.

"Hard light shields are strong, but brittle," Tyler continued. "If there is too much fragmentation thrown up, like from a rocket launcher, it can tear away shield layers like tissue paper."

"And sniper rifles are sniper rifles," Madani said. "They're made to punch through armor from a mile away, they tear right through the shields."

"Good," Linda said.

"Why is it good?"

"Because the sniper rifle is still wickedly powerful, that's why."

"Ignore her, she just likes her sniper rifles," Fred said.

"That's what she's famous for," Tyler said with a shrug. "Would you like to get suited up?"

"Took you long enough to offer," Kelly said, stepping forward.

"Follow us to the armory and we'll get you suited," Madani said.

"Are there any more tricks that these things can do?" Fred asked as they walked out.

"Just a few, but you'll like them," Tyler said. "Because the battlefield is constantly changing, we built in some flexibility to the armor. You can reallocate the power to different components. You can't tell it from looking, but the servos that run the armor are just as powerful as the suits you knew. More so, actually. So if you're in a situation where you need more power from the servos, you can reduce power to the shields and give that power to the servos."

"That sounds neat."

"It's helped us when fighting Brutes," Madani said.

"Isn't that a faux pas, calling them their slang names?" Linda asked.

"Technically it is, but we're at war with them, so it's okay," Madani said. Linda snorted.

"The shields draw a lot of power, so be careful how you reallocate it," Tyler said. "You can reallocate one layer of shielding to the servos, but any more and you risk burning them out. Of course, it can work the other way around, too. You can kill power to the servos and use it to beef up the shields."

"Draw power from the servos?" Kelly said. "Won't that make the whole thing collapse? It does weigh half a ton."

"The old Mark V, maybe, but not Hrunting," Tyler grinned. "Our armor weight a quarter of that, only 250 pounds, most of it being the warm fusion reactor. This was another reason why we decided to cut down on the armor, it saves weight. You can turn off the servos and still be able to move."

"Okay, I'm impressed," Kelly said, laughing. She was getting really giddy now. If the armor weighed a fourth of her old armor, that would mean that she could run even faster now.

"We aim to please," Tyler said. "You can also subvert the power to armor abilities, boosting them."

"Armor abilities?" Linda asked.

"Right, that was a little after you," Tyler said. "The UNSC found a way to create modular abilities to add to the armor of the Spartan IVs, and they called them armor abilities. They were able to create a cloaking device, an armor locking module to supercharge the shields, a jetpack and a hologram of the user. We have our own abilities, reverse engineered of course, and you can reallocate the shield power to augment the abilities."

"I like the sound of a cloaking device," Linda said.

"We figured you'd like to play with that. Is there anything else you'd like to see?" Madani asked.

"Maybe a quick tour of Sparta," Fred said. "I'd like to see how much things have changed."

"I'd love to show you around, but sadly, I'm on a tight schedule," Madani said. "I'm sure you can understand."

"Now you know why I hated my job," Fred said.

"All too well," Madani said. "I'll assign an aide to you. She'll show you around, help you adapt to everything, answer questions, etcetera, etcetera."

"Guess that'll have to do for now," Fred said. "Let's get our suits."

"Excellent. Mary, you can step out from behind everyone."

Kelly turned around. A thin, black haired Spartan woman stepped out from behind the doctors and aides. It seemed she was trying her best to blend in, and until she stepped out, she did a good job of it. She clutched a data slate to her side, her fingers white from grabbing it. She snapped a salute.

"Y-yes sir," she said. "Corporal Mary, SPARTAN-876. I'm at your service."

"I'll leave you in her capable hands," Madani said. "She can put us in contact if you need anything." Madani and Tyler took a turn and walked down the hall. Mary ran forward to lead them to the armory.

"The General was being kind," she said. "I'm not much, but I'll do my best to help you."

"I've never met a Spartan who didn't give their all. I'm sure you'll be fine," Fred said to Mary. "Can you give us a quick tour once we get suited up?"

"Yes sir, I will. Doctors, do they have a clean bill of health?"

"They seem to check out," Fred's doctor said. "Our light scans don't show any tears or breaks in muscles, bones or ligaments, and they seem to have shaken off the worst of the freezer burn."

"When did you scan us?" Naomi asked.

"Handheld scanners." The doctor held up a coaster-sized device. "We've been scanning you since you've woken up. Sorry for the invasion of privacy, but we had to make sure that you woke up just fine."

"No problem," Kelly said. "I'd hate to wake up a drooling idiot."

"That would certainly be a worst-case scenario."

"And the AIs gave them a clean bill of health," Mary said. "We're good for your tour."

"You had AIs looking after us?" Linda asked.

"Of course. You're the founding Generals of Sparta, we take care of our own," Mary said. "Tracy? Would you like to say something?"

"If you wouldn't mind," a tuneful voice said. Light shimmered and a shelf of books appeared by Linda, keeping pace with them as they walked. "Hello. I'm Tracy, Mary's assistant and one of the AIs assigned to your rather brief rehabilitation."

"Nice to meet you, Tracy," Naomi said. "If I may, I haven't seen an AI that didn't pick a human avatar in quite some time. What's the significance of your avatar?"

"Thank you for asking. I was designed to help with data categorization. It seemed like a librarian job, so I picked an avatar that represented the files that I organized." A few of the books of Tracy's avatar floated off the shelf and rearranged themselves.

"It's nice. I'm glad we have Smart AIs looking after us."

"Always a pleasure to have our work recognized. Many of us do work that keeps Sparta up and running, and thanks is always appreciated."

"We still do plenty of work though," Mary said. "Here is the armory."

"Good. Let's see how many Spartans decided to join us," Kelly said, walking into the armory. She was expecting maybe a couple dozen, but there seemed to be several dozen. "Whoa."

"Cryopods became a popular alternative to serving out the remainder of their services," Mary said. "We have over eight hundred Spartans in the cryobanks."

"Guess they found out about our easy retirement plan," Fred said, looking at the Spartans. They were all changing into the black hydrostatic gel suit, and many were attaching pieces of their armor. One looked up and dropped their armor segment, standing ramrod straight.

"Generals on deck!" Everyone dropped what they were doing and stood at rigid attention. Kelly returned the salute.

"At ease," Fred said. Kelly could hear that he was put off guard by the number of Spartans he saw. All the Spartans stood at ease.

"Maybe they need a speech," Kelly said. Fred sighed and stepped forward.

"I assume everyone knows who I am," he said. The Spartans chuckled. "Figured as much. Well, I don't know much about this world, how much has changed and where the straws have fallen. But I do know that Kelly, Linda, Naomi and I were woken up because of a damn serious threat to us, humanity and the UNSC. So I plan on going out there, finding out what is threatening us, and blasting it back to hell so I can go back to my easy retirement.

"Many of you were frozen knowing that we might need help with whatever problem reared its head in the future, and I was never one to turn down help. Your service here is welcome, and I thank you for choosing to join us. So let's get suited up and go fix whatever was broken."

"Yes, sir," the roomful of Spartans shouted. As one, they saluted and went back to suiting up in their armor.

"Better find my armor," Fred mumbled. "Where are they keeping our stuff?"

"Over there, sir," Mary said hastily, pointing to the front of the armory. Kelly saw one Spartan approaching them from the side of the armory.

"I'll catch up with you," she said and turned to the approaching Spartan. "Cameron, nice to see you again."

"It's good to see you too, ma'am," Cameron said, easily saluting.

"You got older," Kelly said, returning the salute. Cameron had gotten older. Age lines ringed her face, and her hair seemed to be thinning a little, but that didn't stop her from fidgeting with it, combing it with her fingers once she dropped her salute.

"Happens to the best of us," Cameron said. She realized she was playing with her hair, and she dropped her arms to the side.

"I'm a little surprised that you decided to freeze yourself," Kelly said. "Figured you would have kept on soldiering."

"Anna and I decided together," Cameron said. "We figured we could do more good on ice than in the ground, so we got ourselves frozen fifteen years after you."

"You partnered up with Anna? I thought Anna didn't like partners."

"We decided a year after Circumstances," Cameron said. She couldn't keep the twinge of guilt from her eyes. Kelly remembered seeing her as she recovered. Cameron lost her partner, Bridget, at Circumstances, along with twenty-eight of the men under her command and nearly herself.

"Excuse me, ma'am," Mary said, saluting to Cameron. "But…but you're Petty Chief Officer Cameron, correct?"

"Yes ma'am."

"It's an honor to meet you, ma'am," Mary babbled. She grabbed her hand to shake it. "Every Spartan studies your strategy of the First Battle of Circumstances."

"As a major defeat?" Cameron asked. Kelly noticed her pained expression, but Mary either missed it, or was too unfamiliar with her to know.

"Quite the opposite, it's a brilliant tactic that saved the lives of billions and brought the Covenant to—"

"You'll forgive me, but I don't like talking about Circumstances," Cameron said. Kelly could see her eyes water and her breathing deepen. She never got over her shell shock.

"I understand. Forgive me, but I always wanted to talk to you," Mary said, blushing as if she insulted Cameron.

"It's fine," she said. "It's…just a bad memory."

"That's understandable. I'll…I'll let you get back to getting into your armor."

"Wait," Cameron said. "You said it was the 'First Battle of Circumstances.' Was there a second? Third?"

"There were four battles for Circumstances," Mary said. "But the First was the largest, scale wise. It was the last hurrah for the old Covenant group, and you broke their backs. After their defeat, they retreated back into their territory and fell apart. Every battle after that was more of a glorified raiding party, as opposed to an actual enemy movement."

"That's good," Cameron said. She heaved a sigh of relief. "Were there any major casualties?"

"Only a few. Cumulatively, at least."

"Good." Cameron smiled. She saluted. "Thank you for answering my questions."

"It was the least I could do," Mary said, enthusiastically returning the salute.

"Think you're up to this?" Kelly asked Cameron.

"I don't think so, but it's what I signed on for," Cameron said.

"You're playing with your hair again," Kelly said.

Cameron forcefully put her hand to her side. "Thank you, ma'am. I'll let you suit up. I hear we got work to do."

"That we do, Petty Officer. I look forward to seeing Anna when she's most available."

Cameron saluted and walked off. Kelly found Fred and Linda near the front of armory with two Spartan technicians to help them put their armor on. Mary followed her, two steps behind her.

"Fancy," she said, opening the locker. Inside, the hydrostatic gel layer was hanging from a hanger, and the armor segments were nestled on shelves according to their position on her body.

"We spare no expenses on our men," Mary said. For once, she spoke with certainty in her voice.

"There were funds set up for Spartans when they were frozen," Tracy said, winking into existence.

"And we're glad to see it," Linda said as a mechanic helped her put the breastplate on.

"You haven't played with our armor abilities yet, either," Tracy said, mischief in her voice. "We'll give you some acclimation time as we move out."

"You liking the new armor? I know I am."

Kelly's blood froze. She, Fred and Linda jerked up as if ice was dumped down their backs. Ted sauntered over in brand-new armor, a grin on his face.

"What the hell is he doing up?" Fred demanded.

"What do you mean?" Mary said.

"Corporal, I order you to restrain this man," Fred said, pointing to Ted.

"What? Why?" A few Spartans looked up to see what the commotion was.

"Come on, General, I just woke up," Ted said. "I have as much right to be here as you do."

"Like hell," Fred spat. "Corporal Mary, restrain him."

"Why? What has he done?" Mary asked, flustered despite herself.

"Fred here just never really liked me," Ted said.

"That's because you're out of your damned mind," Kelly said.

"What is going on here?" Madani said, walking from across the room. "Could someone fill me in?"

"Ted is a psychopath and he shouldn't even be unfrozen," Linda said.

"A psychopath? We don't have a file on Theodore. We only know he requested a suicide mission upon being frozen."

"You approved my mission," Ted said. "Don't you remember?"

"Only too well," Fred hissed. "I should have shot you into deep space when I had the chance."

"Okay, general, we need to calm down," Madani said. "Theodore's sparse file states that he is hyper-lethal. That means OMAC has him."

"Oh-Mack?"

"Apologies, it's an acronym we came up with nearly a hundred years ago. It stands for 'One Man Army Corp.' They're comprised of Spartans who are ranked 'hyper-lethal,' and they undertake the most dangerous missions we have to offer. Nearly every mission they go out on is a one-way trip. Theodore seems to be the perfect candidate for them."

"I have a need, so that means that I get to be thawed out," Ted said. He smiled angelically, but Kelly knew how deceptive that could be.

"Madani, I am ordering you to restrain him and throw him in the brig," Fred snapped. Kelly realized that many other Spartans were staring at them. Madani stood up straighter.

"I'm sorry to do this to you, sir, but you cannot give me that order," he said. "Remember the law you made before you and the other Generals were frozen? It stripped you, and every Spartan that is frozen, of your rank. Every frozen Spartan only holds an honorary rank to avoid clogging up the chain of command with generals. That gives you no authority, and last I checked, a General of the Armies of Sparta greatly outranks an honorary rank."

Fred's face was as neutral as neutral could be. But Kelly knew that he was seething. She knew him that well.

"If Theodore here was truly a menace to you, you would have put it in his file, let us know about it," Madani continued. "But, seeing as there is next to nothing on his file, we are going to use him. He is going to join OMAC, and that is final. Do you understand?"

"I do, sir," Fred said. Kelly doubted that she could ever say that so easily.

"Good. Now, this has caused enough of a scene," Madani said. "Good day, Honorary General."

"Excuse me, but where is this OMAC that I'm joining?" Ted asked.

"I'm heading that way, so I'll take you to them. Follow me."

Ted waved as he walked away. Fred stood there, seething.

"I don't know him and even I can tell he's off his rocker," Naomi said.

"You're just good at reading people. We can't assume General Madani is as well," Linda said. "It's kind of funny. We really never _did_ talk about Ted."

"And right now, it's coming back to bite us in the ass," Kelly said.

"They'll see just how unhinged Ted really is," Fred said. "It shouldn't take that long for him to show his true colors."


	3. Chapter 3

"Is there anything you would like to tell me about that little scrape you got into with General Fredric?" Madani said.

"He just doesn't like me," Ted said, grinning. Goddamn, was he feeling good. He couldn't wait until he got back in combat and feel even better.

_You and me both,_ the rampant Demeter said deep within his standard issued neural implant.

_Patience, Demeter,_ he thought.

_You need the patience more than I do._

_Help me out with that, will you?_

_I'll do the best I can._

"He seemed absolutely livid with you," Madani said.

"Just point me to where the fighting is thickest and let me do the rest," Ted smiled.

"Spoken like a true OMA."

"Oh-ma? Oh, a One Man Army."

"Exactly."

"I like that. Has a real nice ring to it."

They walked through a door into a shuttle bay. Inside were fifty Spartans, many of them advanced in age, waiting to leave for their ship.

_It's the old man squad, _Ted thought with a laugh. Demeter laughed with him.

"This is the OMAC you were told about," Madani said.

"General on deck!" Someone shouted. Every Spartan snapped a crisp salute, which Madani returned.

"Marcel, I've got another one for you," he said.

"Good, I was afraid we were getting undermanned." A Spartan walked forward. Ted could barely contain a chuckle. He was bald, but big and burley. He walked with a dignified lope, and Ted wondered how easily he could break his legs. Demeter calculated the psi needed. It seemed like a challenge. "What's your name, soldier?"

"Theodore, but you can call me Ted," he said, lazily saluting.

"Nice to meet you," Marcel said, retuning the salute. "Welcome to OMAC. We're always glad to have another one join us. Scuttlebutt says you're the first Spartan to be ranked hyper-lethal."

"That's what they say," Ted laughed.

"I'm looking forward to working with you. We have a lot of bad guys to kill."

"My favorite activity."

"Sounds like you're chomping at the bit to get going. That's good, we need that right now. I'm busy organizing our rosters right now, got a lot of Spartans joining us from cryo, so my partner Roma will get you settled in. Ask her anything."

"Will do, sir," Ted saluted as Marcel walked away. As if to replace him, a woman walked over. She was thin and tall, and seemed vaguely familiar to Ted. She had high cheekbones that seemed to tickle his memory.

"I'm Roma," the woman said in a very flat voice.

"Ted. Nice to meet you." They both saluted.

"I'll be getting you up to speed on everything you've missed," Roma said.

_There's something about her, _Ted thought. _Her eyes and voice don't seem right._

_She seems heavily medicated,_ Demeter said.

"You okay?" Ted asked. "You seem…out of it."

"It's my medication," Roma said. "I suffer from heightened aggression and an over-active limbic system. My medication placates me."

"I'm sorry."

"About my condition? There's no need."

"I mean about your medication."

Roma looked at him closely. Ted looked back.

"Once we get aboard our ship, I'll show you to your locker," Roma said. "Until then, sit tight for a shuttle to clear up."

* * *

><p>"I'm sorry General Fredrick, I mean Fred, sir, General Fred sir, but General Madani was attending to his rank, he meant no disrespect," Mary said as they walked through the facility, towards the exit. More than a few personnel stopped to stare at them, Spartan and civilian alike. Fred hated it. He just wanted to be a soldier, not some famous general.<p>

"It's nothing," he said. "I must have seemed very demanding that you lock up Ted."

"Why was that?" Tracy asked. "Why did you demand his arrest?"

"He's a psychopath," Kelly said. "Gets off on killing."

"A-and why would that not be on his file?" Mary asked.

"We never talked about Ted," Linda said. "No one did. He has a way of creeping you out. The only reason we didn't imprison him or otherwise lock him up was because we were short on personnel. We needed all the warm bodies we could get our hands on."

"I'll have to check with our doctors, but he seems to have passed all of our exams upon waking him up. He should be mentally and physically fine," Tracy said, reorganizing herself.

"We found out that it's almost impossible to test him," Fred said. "He likes leading us on when it comes to mental evaluations. Like all good psychopaths, he's smart."

"You're telling me he's a high-functioning sociopath?" Tracy said. "Forgive me, but that seems a little unlikely. He would have gotten flagged prior to training, especially if ONI were the ones running tests on him."

"ONI has been known to screw themselves over," Naomi said.

"Well, don't you worry, they still find a way to goof an op every now and then," Mary chuckled. It was a tight chuckle, like she was forcing it. "I mean, we do too, but not nearly as much as anyone else. We all have our bad days."

"So good to know that things haven't changed that much," Naomi said, rolling her eyes.

"We're not above messing up," Mary said, looking away.

"Quite right," Fred said, giving her a look. "Let's not talk about Ted. You'll see for yourself once the fighting starts. This 'oh-Mack' group you talk about is going to have their hands full."

"Please, they'll like it," Mary gave another tight laugh. "The OMAC has become kind of like rock stars with Spartans and a few civilians, just as famous as grav-ball players. They've adopted the Master Chief as their spiritual founder, and it's every Spartan's dream to be considered worthy to join the One Man Army Corp."

"By Master Chief, you mean John, right?" Kelly asked.

"Who else would I be talking about?"

"No, it's just weird. It's been over two hundred years since he's disappeared, and everyone still calls him THE Master Chief."

"He is the most famous Spartan," Tracy said. "And we've always worshipped heroes."

"True," Fred said. "If you don't mind me asking, you seem very tense. Are things that bad here?"

"What? Oh, no sir, it's nothing like that," Mary said, babbling. "Well, it is, but that's not why I'm nervous. I know we'll do fine against the Nations."

"Then why the nerves?" Kelly asked.

"It's…" Mary paused. "I just never thought I'd be chosen to be your aide. It's an honor that should be going to someone else, someone better than me…"

"Mary, you were chosen for a reason," Tracy said.

"Don't tell me people think they're not worthy to be around us," Naomi groaned. "We don't walk on sanctified ground, you know."

"No, no, it's not that," Mary stammered. "It's…" She took a deep breath. "I'm…I'm an alcoholic."

She blushed a deep, scarlet red as everyone stared at her.

"An alcoholic?" Linda asked.

"We're not above addiction," Mary stammered. "Some more than others. I…attended drill practice intoxicated and was busted down to corporal, reassigned to being an aide as punishment, no free time, always on rotation. But I've been clean and sober for one year, four months and seven days."

"Nearly as long as my operational life," Tracy added with pride.

"That seems a little harsh for a first-time offense," Fred said.

Mary mumbled something.

"Sorry?"

"That…wasn't my first time being changed with public intoxication," she repeated. "Only the last."

"I see."

"Mary is being too hard on herself," Tracy said. "She has—"

"Tracy," Mary snapped. "Please."

"Very well," the AI said.

"I don't mean to pry," Kelly said, "but is alcoholism a problem with Spartans here?"

"No more so than with the civilian population," Mary said. "There just so happen to be more civilians than Spartans."

"Addiction is a part of human genetics," Tracy said. "To turn it off would require extensive genetic engineering, and would have unforeseen side effects and genetic abnormalities, quite possibly catastrophic on scale."

"So it's just part of being human," Linda said. "Are there any other addictions on Sparta?"

"There is some…drug problems," Mary said.

Fred shifted uncomfortably.

"There have been a few problems with Spartans, but it hits the civilian population harder," she said. "Law enforcement has their hands full with catching them."

"Let me guess, Spartans run law enforcement, too."

"No, only military police. Civilians run the law enforcement offices."

"It is a bit of a misnomer to call them 'civilians,'" Tracy said. "They can volunteer for police and even military duties, such as navigation or ship management. There are plenty of civilian captains in the Spartan Navy. They're just called 'civilians' because they lack the augmentation."

"So Spartans don't have the numerical advantage in the military?" Linda asked.

"Depending on the military role. They're the infantry, of course, but also occupy a few support positions and officer rankings. Civilians are more assigned to ships and logistics."

"Interesting."

"Well, we're here. I'll show you around," Mary said. If it wasn't for his enhanced hearing, Fred would have missed it. She lead them out of the facility, into the bright day.

Fred could still see a few buildings that were around from his time, but many of them were new to him. There were large buildings everywhere, taller than any they ever built in their time as General of Sparta, but not nearly as tall as the skyscrapers that Fred had seen during the War back on Earth.

In front of them was a square field that Fred recognized as the training ground they made themselves. A few teams of trainees were running laps.

"Good to see you didn't change everything on us," Kelly said, pointing to the field as they walked by.

"It's the most prestigious training school in Sparta," Mary said. "No, that's not right. I mean, it's technically no different than any of the others, but it's still the first training school, so everyone believes it to be special."

"Spartan sentimental value," Linda smiled.

"Exactly. We were able to really start building when the economy took off."

"That's good," Fred said.

"A few weeks after you froze yourselves, a great gold seam was discovered to back the new currency," Tracy said.

"Lyn must have been proud."

"Lyn the AI?" Tracy said. "She was. If it wasn't for her, it would have taken longer to set up a real economy."

"And the marines just weren't having that," Mary said. "It was a good thing we found that gold seam. There were almost a few more marine uprisings, but with them having jobs and a real source of income, it helped calm them down."

"What happened with those?" Fred said.

Mary pointed ahead of them. They were walking by the parade ground with the statues of Mendez, Halsey and John when Fred saw a new statue. At least, to him it was new. The statue was showing its age, all the hard edges had been worn smooth, but Fred could see the face clearly. It was Lucy, and she was kneeling with a hand stretched out, as if to help the observer up to her level.

"Saint Lucy helped calm them."

"'Saint' Lucy?" Linda asked.

"No, no, no, not like that, she wasn't actually canonized, it was a nickname she got. Corporal Cameron probably knows her as Saint Lucy. The marines almost decided to stage another uprising when it was time for the second Tithe."

"Tithe?"

"That's…what we call the donation of genetic material. The marines came up with it. She was able to talk them down from the uprising, namely giving them benefits for each tithe."

"She paid them off?" Fred asked, eyebrow arching.

"Nothing like that," Mary said, gasping.

"Such an act would have pushed them over the edge," Tracy said. "The benefits were aimed at their children. It helped subsidize their education and living expenses. The marines were having trouble providing a specific type of lifestyle for their children, and an uprising was almost inevitable."

"They wanted to spoil their children," Mary said. "They wanted to make up for the children they lost. The subsidiaries really appealed to them, so they agreed to stand down. Set the foundation with future civilian relationships, as tense as they are."

"She made the marines like the donation?" Kelly said. Fred looked at her. She couldn't help but smile. "She did good."

"If only she got the civilians to willingly donate," Mary said. "The Tithe is still massively unpopular, and civilians still resist donating. They receive higher taxes and community service in lieu of prison time, but they still see it as a badge of honor.

"But Saint Lucy did more than stall an uprising. She pioneered mental health issues, such as shell-shock, sorry, PTSD, Survivor's Guilt and… addiction. If it wasn't for her, we would have missed treating dozens of Spartans in the first year alone. Rumor has it she talked those dozens of Spartans down from killing themselves."

"It was that bad?" Fred asked. "I don't remember it being that bad for us."

"With all due respect, sir, there is a difference of being a Spartan in war and a Spartan in peace," Mary said. "In war, you can push the feelings down, cover them up with adrenaline."

"For the record, I said that," Kelly said.

"Kelly…"

"But once you come home, or when the adrenaline wears off, you still have to deal with it. It was hard for Spartans; it is still hard."

"I can only imagine," Fred said. "We never had to deal with that in our time."

"Please, we never had time to deal with _anything_," Naomi said. Everyone nodded.

"It was always onto another mission, another theater of war," Linda said. "We were in high demand, and there was never enough of us. We just learned to deal with it."

"It became second nature."

"Well, again, with all due respect, ma'am, it worked for you, but it didn't work for us," Mary said. "We had down time, and it was hell on the first few Spartans. Saint Lucy set up mental wellness programs, and that saved as many lives as any physical doctor could."

"She did do good," Linda smiled.

"That she did," Mary smiled.

"I'm receiving word from General Madani," Tracy said. "The Sanghelli are ready to deploy their troops. It's time for us to go."

"Is there much more of Sparta to see?" Fred asked.

"Plenty. The city has expanded, we have multiple outposts over the planet, moon bases and the such," Mary said, back to her high-speed rambling.

"Good, we have something to look forward to when we get back," Fred said.

* * *

><p>"How are you feeling?" Anna asked.<p>

Cameron looked at her partner. Anna's heavily scared face looked back at her. The ants raced up and down her skin. They seemed to be making up for lost time, almost one hundred and fifty years to be exact. Everything was wrong, just wrong!

"I'm out of it," she said. She had brushed her hair until every hair follicle was tingling from being pulled, scrubbed her skin almost until it bled, ironed her new uniform so crisply she didn't think that it would ever bend, and the ants still ran! It just seemed too much.

"You seem terribly out of it," Anna said. The ship they were on rumbled, and Cameron looked out of the window. They were in space, so fast and so easily. She liked this new technology.

"It's...the ants," she said. "I can't get them to stop. It feels like they're running a million miles an hour up and down my skin."

"Must be terrible," Anna said. She took her hand and held it tight. "Don't worry, we'll get through this. We always do."

Cameron nodded. No matter what was thrown at them, they always made it back to base, back to life, and she was sick of it. Just sick of it. Cameron missed Bridget, her first partner, who jumped on a suicidal grunt for her. Why did she do that? Why did Lucy stop her? Why did she let Lucy stop her, talk her down? Cameron just wanted it all to stop. She was tired of the ants, of coming back, of seeing who else died when she didn't.

"I'm sure of it," she mouthed. With any luck, she wasn't going to come back. And if luck wasn't on her side, she was ready to made it go her way.

* * *

><p>"So this 'One Man Army Corp' is supposed to be a group of badasses, huh?" Ted asked as they walked through the ship. Roma seemed to hate it when he spoke with gusto, so of course he did as much as possible. At first he thought it was when he talked about killing, then about war in general, then it was about anything. So long as he spoke with enthusiasm, she seemed to hate it and get worked up. And since anything was better than her dull, flat, lifeless, medicated droll, he had to antagonize her.<p>

_Are you trying to elicit a reaction from her?_ Demeter asked him.

_Yep! _He thought.

"That was the idea of the group," Roma said. "Create a platoon of individuals that could undertake the most dangerous missions available."

"And here I thought that's what was a Spartan's job description," Ted laughed. "Is that how much things have changed?"

Roma barely suppressed a shiver. Standing behind her, Ted could see her shake. That caused him to shiver himself. It had to do until he could get a blade and just _cut_ something.

_Don't tempt fate, _Demeter sighed. The very thought of him cutting made her do the AI equivalent of shivering. _I'm trying to hold you back so you don't arouse suspicion._

_You really are my better half._

_It takes the insane to know the insane._

"With the restructuring of Spartan squads, it was realized that it was not fair for each squad to undertake suicide missions or a regular basis. That's where OMAC comes in; our regular missions are suicide missions so other don't have to deal with the stress and the trauma of regularly going on such missions. And, given our skill set of being hyper-lethal, we are uniquely suited for it."

"Sounds like a glorified job of jumping on a grenade," Ted laughed. Roma shivered. Demeter sighed. Ted shook.

"Do you really wish to go into action that fast?"

"Of course. This just seems boring."

Ted laughed. Roma shivered. Demeter sighed. Ted shook. Roma opened the door to a locker room on the ship. Inside were fifty some-odd Spartans attending to oversized lockers.

"Here is our locker room on the ship," Roma said. "Yours is over there."

"How nice of you. You sure are thoughtful." Roma shivered and the process started all over again.

"Excuse me, but you're Ted, aren't you?" Ted looked over and a small Spartan walked up to him. She wore armor, but had something wrapped on her head.

"And you are?" Ted asked.

"My name is Lauryn," the Spartan said. "You must be the frozen one we were talking about. Welcome to the OMAC program!"

"What are you wearing?"

"Just a bonnet. I was doing some planting," Lauryn said.

"Sorry?"

"Ted, this is Lauryn," Roma said. "Lauryn, this is Ted, our mystery guest."

"I remember hearing about him," Lauryn said. Ted stared at the bonnet. It was a simple piece of fabric that barely extended over her brow, and had a floral pattern on it.

_A Spartan in a bonnet. Now I've seen everything, _Demeter laughed. _Oh, I _have_ to make a note of this._

_Shut up,_ Ted thought harshly.

"Why are you wearing that?" He said. All traces of his enthusiastic exterior evaporated. His mind spun. How should he act?

_Don't ask me, human behavior should never be trusted to a rampant AI, _Demeter said.

_Shut up! _Ted thought.

_Yes, sir._

"It's something I like to wear when I garden. Now, according to your very small record, you're hyper-lethal, too," Lauryn said.

"You read my record?"

"We all did. We're gonna be teammates! We better get to know all about each other!"

"So what's up with you?" Ted asked, trying not to gnash his teeth. "What are you doing?"

"I was working on planting some delicate plants," Lauryn said. "I'm a horticulture expert on my off-rotation, but I couldn't leave these little beauties alone, so I took them with me."

"Be careful, Lauryn likes cute things," Roma said.

"What?"

"We all have our quirks. I have my medication, Lauryn has her cute things."

"That and it helps me deal with trauma and stress," Lauryn said. "We all have to have our hobbies, and hobbies are important when it comes to mental health."

Ted looked over Lauryn's shoulder. There was an open locker that he could only assume was hers. There were stuffed animals hanging on the shelves, little plastic animals dangling from chains and lanyards, and stickers...the stickers. So many stickers.

_Now I really have seen everything, _Demeter said. _I should take notes. Maybe I can finally figure out how to calculate human oddities. _

_Shut up!_

_Yes, sir._

"See?" Lauryn had darted off to grab a potted plant. "Lily of the Valley. It hasn't taken to our soil very well, but I'm working on a different strain to adapt! Isn't it cute?"

"Lauryn, don't smother Ted." Ted thought he hated Roma's flat, neutral voice, but found it welcoming to Lauryn's insanity. "We need to get him and all the other frozen Spartans up to speed, brought into the group."

Ted's blood boiled. _This_ little bitch was supposed to be one of the elite? An elite that was supposed to be all about killing?

"They let you join this hyper-lethal squad?" He asked, voice taunt.

"Yep! I've got over two-hundred confirmed kills since joining," Lauryn said.

"Just two hundred? They really dropped their standards," Ted grinned.

The grin on Lauryn's face evaporated. A few other Spartans overheard, a given with their enhanced hearing, and turned to look.

"What?" Lauryn said.

"Ted, please," Roma said. He ignored her.

"I find it hard to believe that someone like you was chosen for an outfit like this," Ted said. "And I've only been awake for three hours."

"You must have a case of freezer burn, so I'll let this slide," Lauryn said.

"Or what?" Ted laughed. "You're gonna end me?"

"Yes. I swear, by my pretty floral bonnet, I will end you," Lauryn said, pointing for effect.

That was too much for Ted. He doubled over laughing, and Demeter laughed with him, a deep, belly bursting laughter. He truly doubled over when Lauryn slammed her fist deep into his gut. The new damn armor. They had to skimp on it, otherwise the punch would have done nothing to him. Instead it drove the wind from him, but Ted knew that it was on, and was ready to go.

He grabbed Lauryn's arm and pulled her forward as he fell backwards.

"Stand down!" Roma screamed, but Ted's blood was pumping. It was singing in his ears, and with Demeter amplifying everything, making it all louder and louder, it was all he could hear. He was finally scratching a deep itch.

He twisted as he fell, bringing the bitch closer to him. His elbow shot up towards her face. She had to turn her head to block it, and fell to the ground.

Ted was on her in less than a second. But she was a Spartan and defended herself expertly. Punches were blocked and countered, so he head-butted her. It made him moan as he felt her nose give beneath him. Demeter groaned with him. Then hands were pulling at him.

"I said stand down, dammit!" Some man said.

_That's your new superior,_ Demeter said, snapping out of her bloodlust.

_So?!_

_Oh, this is bad. Demeter, what have you done?_

_Shut up!_

_No, no, no, this is bad!_

"What is the damn meaning of this?" Marcel demanded. Ted realized four Spartans were holding him back.

"He antagonized me, sir," Lauryn said, spitting blood.

"So you start a fight?"

_We can make this work, _Demeter said.

_Why? _Ted demanded.

_They could stop up from fighting! Send us back to be frozen!_

That snapped Ted out of his mood. A fight now, or a chance to kill later? The choice was obvious. So he did his best to seem like he was snapped out of some mind-changing mood, which wasn't that far from the truth.

"No, sir, it was my fault," he said in his cool, composed voice. "I provoked her. I...I don't know why, I've just been feeling strange, nervous and penned up since they woke me."

"You think that that's an excuse to start a fight in my armory?" Marcel demanded.

"Ted _has_ been in cryo longer than anyone, including the Generals," Roma said from Lauryn's side. "This could be some side-effect that we missed."

"I was ranked hyper-lethal, sir," Ted said. "I didn't get that ranking by being nice to everyone. I'm ashamed to say that I stepped on a few toes in my time. But never like this, never out of the blue."

"Are you telling me you're unfit for duty?" Marcel asked.

_Oh, fuck you! I'll kill you and make you disappear! _Ted thought.

"No, sir," he said in his nice, composed voice. "Maybe I'm not fully woken up. With your permission, I'd like to report to sick bay, have them examine me. If they can find what's wrong with me, maybe they can use it on the Generals, help them before they need help."

Marcel stared at Ted. Lauryn did too, but he ignored her.

"Very well," he said. "Report to sick bay immediately. I won't take you back until they give you a clean bill of health."

"Thank you, sir," Ted said. "And Lauryn? I apologize. I don't know what came over me."

"I know exactly what came over you," Lauryn said. Blood dribbled from her nose and Ted had to really work to keep himself from laughing.

"Roma, escort him," Marcel said. "I don't want any more freezer burn fights."

"Yes, sir," Roma said, saluting. The arms holding Ted let go. "Let's get you to sick bay."

They left the room and walked down the halls of the ship.

"That has to be the first time I heard you raise you voice," Ted said.

"Are you still talking about my medication?" Roma said. "You know it sedates me."

"What happens when you're in a combat zone?" Ted asked. "You are part of this OMAC group. When do you get your hyper-lethal on?"

"I don't miss a dose."

"I bet you'll like missing a dose."

_Was that wise?_ Demeter asked.

_I know her, _Ted thought._ Just watch._

Roma looked at him and Ted held a straight face. She looked away.

"Sick bay is this way."


	4. Chapter 4

Spartan ships floated through the void. Naomi counted fifty of them. She had never seen that many ships in one place, not since the Human-Covenant War, and even then it was only at dock. The only time she saw fifty ships ready to do battle was when Reach fell. That was a bad day.

She looked around the bridge. Most of the personnel were civilian, but there were a few Spartans there, sitting in their armor, carrying out their duties, and there wasn't any pesky staring at them. It was all business as usual for the new Spartans and civilians. She hoped it was like that outside of combat, but from what Mary was telling them, it wasn't the case.

"This is really, really strange," she mumbled.

"We have to be the only four who think that way," Kelly said. Floating ahead of them was fifty Covenant ships. No, that was wrong, it was fifty Sangheili ships. They were different from the Covenant now. How was that for a strange thought?

"True," Naomi said. "Takes me back to my Kilo-Five days."

"Maybe you shouldn't say that out loud," Kelly said.

"It's a good idea." Might not be in their best diplomatic interest to admit that she had a hand in splitting the Covenant and splintering the Sangheili race.

"Generals, you know that we're allied with the Sangheili," Mary said meekly, "so take care not to make them angry. I know that old habits die hard, but the last thing we need is a diplomatic incident."

Naomi wished Mary could sound more sure of herself. She was a Spartan, dammit. She and Kelly turned away from the port window, back to their ship. They stood on the bridge with Fred, Linda, Mary, Madani and Tyler, surrounding a holographic table.

"We didn't train to be diplomats, so we'll just keep our mouths shut for right now," Fred said.

"A good idea, if you'll forgive me," Madani said.

"No offense was taken," Fred said. "Did they give you diplomat training?"

"Only after I was voted into my office," Madani said.

"You should have seen him before," Tyler said. "Spoke his mind whenever it suited him. He must've cleaned half the toilets on Sparta by graduation."

"If I may, how were you voted into office?" Kelly asked. "We left it as an appointed position. How did it change?"

"Fifteen years after you were put on ice," Tracy said, winking into existence, "the civilians started accusing us of building dynasties, falling prey to nepotism."

"Was it true?" Linda asked.

"There were a few cases of nepotism," Madani admitted. "Enough to make it troubling. So we knew we had to create a new system. Mars? Could you fill the Generals in?"

"Certainly," the AI said, joining the holographic book shelf. Mars at least chose a human-style avatar.

"Shaky on your history?" Kelly asked.

"Only my political history," Madani said. "Besides, Mars can explain our government better than I can."

"You don't know the system?"

"Not intricately."

"It was one of the ideas that came from the system re-design," Mars said. "The General of the Armies Office is a five-year position. And they vote on the man or woman who hates the post the most."

"I'm not sure I follow," Fred said.

"We put the person who hates the job in charge because they're more likely to do the job right," Madani said. "You were one of the greatest Generals we had, and you hated your job. Therefore, you did you best. Are we wrong?"

"They sure know you." A grin leaked out of Linda.

"So you rely on stewardship and civic duty to fill the role?" Fred groaned.

"M-more or less," Mary said.

"In the Spartan's experience, those who actively search for power generally cannot be trusted with it," Tracy added. "It is a popular saying that competency is its own punishment. And they all strive to be competent."

"We're kind of masochistic like that," Naomi said.

"That's one way of putting it," Kelly said.

"The number of times I've heard Madani complaining," Tyler sighed.

"Sir, the Shangheili delegates are arriving," Mars said.

"Show them in," Madani said.

"Don't worry, we'll play nice," Fred said. Naomi knew an order when she heard one, but that was okay. She could shut her mouth.

The doors to the bridge opened up and ten Eli–Sangheili walked in. They were just as big as Naomi remembered, but strangely enough, they weren't dressed in armor. Every one wore cloth suits, not even dress uniforms, a close-fitting inner business suit and a more flowing, ornamental robe on the outside. What was going on? Naomi rarely saw a Sangheili out of armor, even when she worked for Kilo-Five. They seemed strange, even more alien out of armor. Their backwards bending knees were hidden in cloth, and their arms were fully covered. Hell, they were completely covered in clothes. Net even their armor fully covered them, unless they were wearing armor rated for void activity.

"Thie, how has fortune found you?" Madani said, walking over to great the lead Sangheili.

"Aside from our current predicament, it has been most tame," the Sangheili Thie said. "What of your Spartan empire, Madani?"

"Steady as always. May I introduce you to our fabled founding Generals, Fredrick, Kelly, Linda and Naomi." Mary took two giant steps back as Madani turned to introduce them all. Naomi, meanwhile, felt her skin pull taunt and she did her best to not make a reach for her pistol. Old habits and all. "Generals, may I introduce you to Thie 'Mankkee, the elected leader of the Sangheili race."

"You are the wise leaders I have heard much about," Thie said. "It is an honor to meet you."

"The honor is ours," Fred said, nodding. Naomi could hear him working to keep his voice flat.

"You have been filled in on our situation, correct?" Thie asked.

"We have. The Covenant Nations are moving against both us humans and your people."

"Correct. Our fanatical cousins seek to exterminate us. They call us traitors and heretics, and they have the numbers to finish us all. I can only hope our combined military might is enough to end this threat once and for all. Is something the matter? You seemed perplexed."

The hinge-he-Sangheili was good at reading them, Naomi had to give him that. She'll let Fred do the talking; she was under orders to keep her mouth shut.

"My apologies, we're not used to seeing your species out of armor," Fred said.

"They've been frozen since the collapse of the Covenant," Madani said, coming to their verbal rescue. "They're far more used to seeing the old Sangheili."

"That's understandable," Thie said. "Your Spartans weren't the only one to undergo major changes. It was not easy to change our ways, but we have always overcome hardships, as we will now."

"That's good to hear," Fred said. "Please, don't waste time on us. You have a war to plan."

"We do," Thie said. "Madani, we've just got word from our spies. We know where the Covenant Nation is going to attack first."

"Did your spies make it back alive?" Madani asked.

"Only one. But their sacrifices will be honored. It should not surprise you to know that they are targeting Earth and Shanghelios."

"Just as expected," Madani said.

"If it were only those two planets," Thie said. "They also plan to re-take the Ark."

The atmosphere seemed to grow tense on the bridge. Naomi remembered hearing about the Ark, but it was such a long time ago. She would have surely forgot about it.

"They mean to fire the Halo arrays?" Madani said. "They want to wipe out all life in the galaxy?"

"Remember, they do not believe the Halo arrays will destroy life, they believe that it will make them gods," Thie said.

"Are they hitting all three at once?" Madani asked.

"As close to a simultaneous attack as possible. All three targets are very far apart, and coordinating an assault over such distance will be extremely hard. We believe that they will move against Earth and Shanghelios first, if only because the Ark is so far away."

"They can make assaults on all three targets? Sure are using their numbers to their advantage."

"They hopelessly outnumber us. It only makes sense to use every edge they can."

"This will require some finessing. Thank you for the intel. Any idea how much time we have until they attack?"

"Two days at the most."

"Not a lot of time to get into position. Did you alert the UNSC?"

"They were the first to know. The message should be getting to them any time now."

"Damn." Madani flipped through the holographic table. Naomi recognized star charts, namely where Earth was. He highlighted Earth, Shanghelios and the Ark. The three points formed a very obtuse triangle. "We're a special forces army; that means we don't have the numbers for major engagements. This will be hard to pull off, but we'll split our army into thirds. Each third will be protecting a planet and the instillation. Does that sound good?"

"As good as we can do with this short period of time," Thie said.

Naomi frowned. This seemed too clean. Orders be damned, she had a good idea.

"Excuse me, sir," she said. All eyes shifted to her. Mary seemed particularly stressed; probably wondering what gaffe she would let slip. "You said your spies died getting us this info?"

"They did," Thie said. "I must ask; why bring it up?"

"Because they may be plants," she said. "I worked with ONI for a good long while. It was a hundred some-odd years ago, sure, but I learned a few things. Just because intel is given to you doesn't mean it's good. What kind of odds were they looking at for getting that intel out?"

"It was a suicide mission."

"Then they shouldn't have gotten out alive. I still don't like that."

"What are you thinking?" Fred asked.

"They fed us intel, and they expect us to buy it just because people died getting it to us."

"What would they gain from that?" Madani asked. "They let us know where they plan to attack."

"Because it doesn't make sense to go for all three, even if they outnumber us," Naomi said. "They think that firing the Halo arrays will make them gods. Why bother with Earth and Shanghelios when you can be gods? That just don't sound right."

"You think they plan to draw us away from the Ark by attacking our home planets," Kelly said.

"That's exactly it. We'll have to defend them, sure, but we'll lose the Ark. And if we lose the Ark, well, we might as well drop our trousers bend over for them just to speed things up. Besides, they're ignoring multiple Inner Colonies and going right for the jugular."

"Equal parts colorful and coldly calculating, but her reasoning is sound," Mars said, appearing on the holographic table. "The Ark is a much more valuable target that both Earth and Shanghelios combined."

"You expect us to give up our home world without a fight? You are sorely mistaken," Thie said. Naomi nearly pulled her sidearm on him; the Eli—Shangeili reared up to his full height, and he was _pissed_. He might have been a civilian, but he still outweighed most humans by a hundred pounds. He wasn't the only one either. The other Shanieili (his guards? Advisors? None wore armor or a sidearm) bristled as well. And that was good. Peace time didn't dull their edge, and right now they needed that.

"Thie, easy," Madani said, standing between Thie and Naomi. "We're not telling you to abandon your world."

"Didn't expect you too, either," Naomi said through gritted teeth. Her heart was pounding, ready for action. "We're not going to give up Earth, either."

"Your accusations are more speculation," Thie said. "We will take no action to back them up."

"We need to consider the possibility that General Naomi is right," Tracy said. "We lose Earth or Shangheilos, life goes on. But if we lose the Ark, we lose everything."

"We will back no plan that leaves our home planet undefended," Thie roared.

"We won't propose it," Madani said. "How about a compromise? You maintain command of your armies and defend how you see fit. Meanwhile, we'll divide our army into fourths; one fourth for Earth, Shangheilos and the Ark, the last fourth will be at a point between the three objectives. Once we know where a bulk of the Covenant Nation armies are, the fourth will move in to provide support."

"How will that help?"

"All objectives will be secured," Fred said. "And it will take the guesswork out of predicting where a larger portion of the army will be attacking. It's the best thing we can go for."

"And the time it takes to travel to each planet?"

"We can have troops in position within a week," Mars said. "Assuming that they can get to the exact middle of all three objectives by the time the fighting starts."

"Stop referring them to objectives," Thie yelled. "They are planets, with lives to be saved!"

"How would each fourth fight against the army?" Kelly asked. "We'll be spreading ourselves too thin."

"We'll set each fourth up to go in heavy," Madani said. "Tanks, heavy weapons and sniper teams, EVA teams for boarding parties, the works. Make them play defense, delay the Covenant Nations until reinforcements arrive, have OMAC platoons do all our counter-offensive actions."

"And you'll throw your men away like so much tissue paper?" Thie sputtered.

"Spartans don't get thrown away like tissue paper," Madani said. "If it's our day to die, we'll make them fight for that kill. We're raised to fight in the worst spots, and we'll get out of them in one piece."

"This plan is a lost cause. You'll all throw your lives away for nothing, and we'll all fall with you."

"I'm a sucker for lost causes," Kelly grinned.

"They have a certain ring to them," Linda agreed.

"This plan offers minimal chance for success," Mars said. "There are too many unknowns to fully calculate."

"It aint't Spartan if it ain't hard." Damn near the whole bridge crew said it as one, even some of the civilians did. Naomi couldn't help but chuckle as the Shangeili jumped. Even Mary grinned.

"I would tell you that you're all mad, but I know you've heard that from everyone who ever talked to you," Thie said.

"Yes, sir," Madani said, smiling. "I believe you even called me that a few times."

"I'm sure I have," Thie said. "So that is your plan? Split your army into fourths?"

"It's the best plan we can come up with at the time."

"We won't endorse your plan. We _can't_ endorse your plan, we have too much to lose."

"We understand," Madani said. "We'll do what we do best. And thank you for the intel. It was a great help."

"I believe the human saying is 'Godpseed.'" Thie bowed and left the bridge. Naomi finally relaxed.

"Good find," Fred said.

"Hey, I could be wrong," Naomi said. "This Covenant Nation could be going for all three at once and I just royally screwed everyone over."

"We're all ready for the absolute worst," Madani said. "Between guessing where the armies will pop up and getting hopelessly overrun, this offers the best of both worlds, so we're going to go for it."

"I will tell the fleet," Mars said. "We only have two days to get everyone in position."

"We'll be cutting it close," Naomi said, looking at Linda and Kelly, waiting for them to finish the line.

"'Cutting it close' is in our job description," they chorused, along with every Spartan on the bridge. Naomi smiled. Goddamn, did it feel good to be back. Like she was with family.

* * *

><p>Cameron's data pad chirped. Everyone's data pad chirped, and the firing range held enough Spartans to make the sound nearly deafening. It had to be their assignments.<p>

"This must be it," Anna said, putting the brand new designated marksman rifle down. The strange thing shot hardened light, made the Covenant plasma guns seem quaint. But quaint was what Cameron knew, it was what the ants knew, and the ants compelled her to stick with good old fashioned gunpowder. She had a regular DMR, only marginally updated for the new times.

"It must be," she agreed. She gingerly set the DMR down and pulled out her data pad, the ants skittering and skirmishing across her skin. She had moisturized it so much she practically bled lotion, but that didn't stop the ants.

_Cameron-016,_

_Your platoon, 01-A60, is to be deployed to Earth upon the Argos. Wheels up at 1350, we're hitting the ground running._

"Earth, huh?" Cameron sighed. She didn't want to go anywhere, or do anything. It seemed easier to crawl back in her cryotube, even with the ants running on her skin.

"Wonder how many platoons of frozen Spartans they're sending out there," Anna said.

"I like 'the Old, Bold Riders' name. It has a ring to it."

"You just like ditching your old name."

"Wouldn't you?" The ants crawled. Cameron realized she was rubbing Bridget's dog tags again. She missed her first friend, her first partner. _Attrition Queen_. How could she have ever been proud of it? She was just messing things up, but never knew it.

"Please, my nickname is all over my face," Anna said, pointing to her scars. "Don't need a name when you have a visual reminder."

"We've been over this, you can get plastic surgery."

"We have been over this. It reminds me of my shortcomings, to keep an eye open."

Anna glared at her, and Cameron realized she was glaring back.

"I'm sorry," she said, "I didn't mean anything."

"It's okay. Trauma has a way of popping up," Anna said. Cameron could only nod.

"Well, police these weapons," Cameron said. "I don't want to be stuck in line signing them in. We got a ship to catch."

* * *

><p>The sniper rifle was laid out in front of Linda, fully disassembled and with extra modular parts. The stock, receiver, barrel, tripod, muzzle break and scope were all sitting on a very fine terrycloth blanket. The blanket was new; she could tell by the pristine whiteness of it. Of course, the oil from the gun parts were quickly staining it, but Linda didn't care. A little grease gave it character.<p>

"Funny how we're going to the Shangheili home world," Naomi said. Linda was so engrossed in her rifle, she nearly forgot that she was in a crowded locker room. She blamed her Zen meditations.

"Why?" She asked. "Were you holding out for Earth?"

"Kind of was," Naomi admitted. "It's just that we spent so much time fighting them, and now we're helping them. Everything comes full circle."

"Better get used to it," Kelly said.

"I'll get used to it faster than I'm getting used to these new 'hard light' weapons."

"Gunpowder's good for me, thanks," Linda said. She grabbed the heavy duty stock and weighted it, passed it from hand to hand. It was nice and heavy; it would absorb plenty of recoil. She picket it over the lightweight stock.

"They look pretty," Kelly said. "All nice, sharp human angles and edges, nothing like the smooth rounds of a Covvie rifle."

"What's funny is that smooth, round corners are supposed to represent women," Fred said. "And you're complaining about it."

"Never really liked pink," Kelly grinned. Linda and everyone snorted. She picked up the receiver and looked at it, compared it to the other option she had. One was overbored and heavier, the other was the stock receiver and lighter. If she went with an overbored receiver, she could chamber bigger, heavier rounds, use them to punch through solid steel and concrete, but the rounds would take up more space in a magazine, weigh her down. She could carry more rounds if they were lighter. But if she still had ammo left, that meant she didn't do her job right. Linda attached the heavier overbored receiver.

"Don't worry, the hinge-Shangheili were real big on royal purple when I was there," Naomi said.

"And how long ago was that?"

"Point."

"What is everyone taking?" Fred asked. "Gunpowder?"

"I'm trying out the new hard light assault rifle," Kelly said. "Seems to be lighter, keep me moving better."

"That suits you," Linda said. Because she chose an overbored receiver, she had to go with the overbored barrel. The gun was getting a little heavy, but the rounds she would be shooting were twice as heavy as the standard rounds. She even had the option to shoot depleted uranium rounds, which she was itching to try out. She slapped on a big tripod to help steady herself.

"I say stick with what we know," Fred said. "If that fancy thing breaks in the field, it'll be a fancy paperweight."

"Says here its rugged and seen four deployments," Kelly said, holding up the owner's manual.

"And now you're trusting a pamphlet?" Naomi grinned.

"Alright, you got me, it just looks fancy," Kelly sighed.

"We have to keep you honest," Linda said. She looked at the scopes. The standard one offered her high powered zoom and night vision, which is what she was used to. But the other one offered her something called 'Promethean vision,' and it offered her not only a kind of night vision, but limited x-ray potential as well. It was a battery drain, taking one shield to barely power and two to fully power, but if she had to worry about her shields, the enemy was too close and she wasn't doing her job. She took the Promethean vision scope, clicking it on place.

"And our old friends got their FOF tags in place?" Fred asked.

"Thie said they'll show up as friendly on our suits," Naomi said.

"Good. Last thing we want is some friendly fire."

"'Only you could prevent friendly fire,'" Naomi said, actually laughing. "Oh man, remember when Mendez taught us that one?"

"Poor Yellow team," Kelly grinned. "Those paintballs had to hurt. Point blank."

Linda laughed herself. The thought took her back to Reach. Of course, they really didn't try to prevent friendly fire; Yellow team stole their lunch the day before. It was more revenge. She held the muzzle breaks in her hand. One offered better recoil dampening, but couldn't eliminate the vapor trail. One did, but offered next to no breaking and sound dampening. The third blocked a vapor trail and suppressed the sound to a degree, but was terrible at recoil reduction. Linda figured that with her heavier rifle, she could skimp on the break. Besides, she had to keep her location a secret. She picked the third option.

Everything slid together with a click and a spin. She had her rifle, and they were going to a place where she could work her magic all day long.

* * *

><p>"The Ark? You mean the Ark of the Covenant?" Ted chuckled.<p>

_I'm surprised you made that connection,_ Demeter said.

_I'm full of surprises,_ Ted thought.

_You _are_._

"No, just 'the Ark,'" Roma said, closing her locker door. "Be glad that I'm stuck babysitting you. We don't need another fight."

"You're not babysitting me, you're getting me up to speed, remember?" Ted smiled. Roma ignored him. "You taking plenty of medication? I don't want to miss your placated voice."

"I have dosages set up," Roma said. "I won't be missing any."

"Drat. You'll miss the fun," Ted sighed. "What about cute girl? She coming with us?"

"Given how you provoked a fight, Marcel decided to grant her request to fight on Earth," Roma said.

"She'll miss all the fun."


	5. Chapter 5

It was strange being on a human ship that seemed more alien than the Covenant ships used to be. There were no spinning sections, just the strange gravity generators that the Covenant used to have. The bulkheads were more doorways and less like bulkheads, even the larger ones, and the superstructure was hidden, or at least the hallways were planned around it. It almost didn't seem human, but then, Cameron grew up with ships that were less elegant than this.

She wanted to pace the cargo hold, just do something to get the ants to slow down, but she was just so tired. It was an effort to stand up, or to pick up her rifle, or to do anything. Forget her cryotube, she just wanted to lie down, even if the ants kept scurrying over her skin like they were trying to dig into her body.

But with her newly-granted rank of honorary squad leader, she had to set an example. Squad leader. She hated being squad leader, even if it was an 'honorary' title to avoid cluttering up the chain of command. She had sacrificed too many people to die, seen to many of them die herself, for her to ever want her old position back. But competency was its own punishment, and since she hadn't screwed up for the longest time, here she was again. But she would screw it up; she'll get everyone killed, and then she'll have to carry Anna's dog tags around with Bridget's. She hated it.

Anna opened a private comm line with her.

_How are you doing? _She asked.

_Not good. The ants just keep on crawling._

_Think it's a side effect of being on ice so long?_

_I don't know, and I really don't care. I just want it to stop._

_I'd like to say I can sympathize, but the most I can do is bitch about my leg._

Cameron looked at Anna's leg. It got blown off from the knee down during Circumstances, the First Battle of Circumstances as everyone around them knew it, when Anna lead the boarding parties to reclaim the skies. Cameron felt responsible; she had ordered Anna to take the ships. Just another way she fucked up.

_How is it?_

_Aside from the phantom pain, pretty damn good_._ Gave me a big upgrade. It's like I'm wearing nothing at all._

Cameron grinned. Some of the smaller armor segments hid the leg, but if she looked at it for more than a second, she could see that it was a fake leg. How did the Spartans these days fight wars with these suits? There was hardly any armor protection at all.

_Any change in our ETA? _She asked.

_Still supposed to be there in three hours, _Anna said. She caught Cameron's tone of voice._ You okay?_

_Jumping into where the fighting will be thickest, it…it just takes me back to Circumstances,_ she said.

_It's your fault for coming up with a good plan,_ Anna said. _There's too much area to cover and too few of us. We have to pick the best areas and bolster defenses. _

Anna reached out and grabbed Cameron's arm.

_It's okay. We'll get out of this. We always do._

Not if Cameron had anything to say about it.

* * *

><p><em>We're leaving Slipspace, <em>the rampant Demeter said.

_Aw, hell yea, let's go! _Ted cheered.

The drop pod shot out of the ship. Maybe it was a trick of his mind, or maybe it was being frozen in a pod for the last hundred plus years, but it seemed that the drop pods they used now were more powerful than the ones he last used. Either way, it made for a good trip. Ted whooped and hollered.

_Hey, Roma, you liking this? _He shouted.

_It may not be the best idea to provoke her, _Demeter said, laughing despite herself.

_Eh, whatever._

Roma took a deep breath and willed herself to be calmer with Ted. She had to give him the benefit of the doubt; he was frozen longer than almost anyone, something had to have snapped in his head. All he needed as some good action, get all of the pent-up aggression out of his system, and he'll be right as rain.

She knew this because she suffered from a similar psychosis. All of the hyper-lethal Spartans were similar; they all needed some action to make things right with them. Once Ted got some kills under his belt, he should become normal like the rest of them. Her drop pod rattled, and she took extra care to make sure that the her anti-psychosis pill made it to her mouth and not anywhere else. She then secured her helmet and waited for the drop pod to make contact with the Ark.

* * *

><p>"Well now, this is interesting," Naomi said.<p>

Shangellios hung in space, looking very much like Earth. Then again, maybe all planets that supported life looked alike. She didn't know, she wasn't in the business of categorizing planets.

"We actually beat the Covenant Nations here?" Mary said. "This is really strange."

"Mary is right, it is assumed that the Covenant Nations would have beaten us here," Tracy said. "Maybe they have taken their time?"

"Whatever reasons, we need to count our blessings that we got here first," Fred said. "Madani, what is your feeling on this?"

"My feelings?" Madani asked.

"Yes, your feelings," Fred said. "What's your read on this?"

"Forgive me, but no one really asks me for my feelings on an op."

"I need some read on this op," Fred said. "Back in my time, we had a friend, Kirk, and he had this uncanny ability to sniff out trouble."

"You want me to act as some kind of oracle?"

"I just want your opinion," Fred said, sighing. Madani might be smart, but he couldn't be very helpful at times.

"I believe the General wants to know your input on the current pace of events," Tracy said.

"Well, sir, if you want my opinion, I have to agree with you. It is strange that the Covenant Nations didn't beat us here, but beggars can't be choosers. The Nations gave us a chance to turn the tides, so we have to take it."

"Never look a gift horse in the mouth," Fred sighed. "Maybe I'm just old-school, but I would've preferred the Nations coming here first. Now let's get down there and shore up the defensive lines."

* * *

><p>Cameron couldn't remember the last time she was on Earth. She had to be no more than six, when ONI talked her alcoholic father into relinquishing his legal guardianship over her. Maybe it was for the best; she remembered reading that children take after parents, and she didn't want to be an alcoholic. Whatever the reasons, she was here now, and had to pay attention to everything. That included the fight that was brewing between the Spartan officers and the UNSC forces. She had to force herself to listen, to stand, to not curl up in a ball. The ants kept crawling.<p>

"We don't need your help!" The UNSC general screamed. He had a pot belly, was clearly out of shape, but did so much screaming she knew that Mendez would've been proud, wherever he was now. He stood flanked by Spartan-IVs, which was a surprise for her. "We have our own special operations forces, and you'll just be gumming up the works!"

"Sir, I need you to remain calm," Crumb, the Spartan field general said. His voice was just as calm and composed as he was. "The Covenant Nations is coming soon, and frankly, you need all the help that you can get."

"Shove that help up your ass," the general growled. "I should arrest you here and now for violating the human rights charter!"

"Sir, we both know that the Covenant Nations has enough manpower to wipe us all out," Crumb replied. "This is mutually beneficial. We need to put old grievances past us—"

"Grievances? You sick bastards experiment on children!"

_So good to know the UNSC still hates us, _Anna said on their private comm.

_Some things never change,_ Cameron said. Her arm twitched and it took nearly all her willpower to not move. But it hurt to stand at attention. _You think the Spartan-IVs still hate us? _

_Hard to say. I'm not feeling the stink eye on us, but they're in armor, too._

Cameron looked at the Spartan-IVs. They looked worn out just standing next to the general; their shoulders were slumped and were shifting feet to feet. But body language could be deceiving. They could be staying relaxed while they waited for the kill order. She looked around at the busy metropolis of Sydney. There could be snipers everywhere, just waiting to roll out the welcome mat. It sounded like a nice, quick way to go.

_Let's hope pragmatism wins out on this one._

* * *

><p>Before the rise of the Sangheili, Sanghelios was a Forerunner planet, or at the very least an outpost. The Forerunners had built many things on the planet: buildings, irrigation canals, bridges and even subterranean structures. Having perceived the Forerunners as gods, the Sangheili had done little innovation on their own; their own buildings heavily resembled Forerunner structures, because they were everywhere and mimicking was easier than innovation. Even with that fact in mind, it was still strange for Fred to see Forerunner-esque buildings stretch across the horizon. It reminded him of Onyx instillation.<p>

"It's pretty, I'll give it that," he said.

"I'm sure the Sangheili would appreciate that, sir," Mary said. The tiny Spartan hardly left their sides, which was both a boon and a source of annoyance for Fred. It was nice to have her and Tracy on hand whenever he needed help understanding the political climate, but was a little worrying, too. Didn't she have combat duties to attend to? Or was she expected to jump on a grenade for them as well?

"Have we gotten word from the fleet?" He asked again.

"No, sir," Tracy said from the data slate that Mary carried. "There have been no Slipspace anomalies detected since we touched down eighteen hours ago."

"I don't like this," Kelly said. At the two hour mark, she took to pacing, and hadn't let up since. "They should have gotten here by now."

"I-it really is strange." Did Mary always stutter? She needed to grow a backbone. Fred wondered if he was getting ornery. "The Covenant Nations never once hesitated to attack."

"So they've finally gotten smart," Naomi said. "I think my plan just got a lot of people killed."

"General Naomi, the first shot hasn't been fired yet," Tracy said.

"Cut the rank. It's honorary anyways."

"Yes, ma'am."

"But, but we've got time to set up," Mary said. "We've shored up defenses, laid groundwork and defensive parameters. That would make the attacking us even more cost-prohibitive for the Nations, right?"

Suddenly it felt that ice was dumped down Fred's back. He turned to Kelly. She was already looking at him, Linda and Naomi.

"Right?" Mary said weakly. "Generals?"

"Dammit, why didn't we think of that?" Linda hissed.

"Tracy, get Madani on the line," Fred snapped, causing Mary to fumble with the data pad. She caught it in a slit second, of course. "Highest priority."

"Contacting him right now," the AI said. "What shall I tell him?"

"Tell him to look for any kind of small, Slipspace probes in orbit, and to get our forces to mobilize. We need to be able to move at the slightest moment."

"And abandon our defense lines?" Mary asked.

"Of course," Linda said. "They were waiting for us to make the first move. Now they'll just go around us."

* * *

><p>"What a bitch!" Ted growled. He twisted the throttle for the updated, thoroughly modernized Mongoose. Instead of having wheels, it rode on gravity pods and was powered by a jet engine. He should've been enjoying it more, but the fucking hinge-heads had postponed his fun. "What a goddamn. Fuck-mothering. BITCH!"<p>

_Sounds like you're enjoying yourself, _Roma said from her own Mongoose.

Ted whipped his head around to growl at her. It sounded like she was enjoying their run across Instillation 00. Should've know that she'd be listening to his open channel. Serves him right.

_You do insist on having an open channel, _Demeter reminded him.

_Shut up!_

"Where are those fucking Covvies?" He demanded. He was riding in front of the OMAC column, or as close to it as he could. All the SPARTANS were hyper-lethal and wanted to get to fighting almost as much as he did. Almost.

_They're massing on Arms 1, 2, 4 and 8, bypassing our static defenses, _Roma said. _Squads Delta through Foxtrot have already moved to engage. _

Ted hissed. They were getting all the fun, dammit. He looked up at the sky, or as close to a sky as an artificially made world could have. There were flashed of light from plasma weapons, MAC guns and ships exploding. All the fucking orbital guns and ships were having fun, why wasn't he?

_They were waiting for this, you know, _Demeter said. _They wanted us to rush in and set up positions. _

_Shut up._

_Ingenious, really._

_Shut up!_

He twisted the throttle more, trying to get more speed from the piece of shit. They still had forty kilometers to go, and each second was eating away at him. His heart pounded for action, his blood sang with violence, but he just couldn't scratch that itch. His death was out there, dammit, and some lucky fucker was having his way with her!

_You need to calm down, _Roma said. Even under pressure her voice never wavered. It grated on Ted's nerves something awful. _We'll get there with enough missions to go around._

_But we're not there _now_, dammit!_

Roma watched Ted pound the Mongoose in a futile gesture. There was something about him that put her in the wrong mood, like her meds were wearing off. But she couldn't put her finger on it, and it was killing her. Roma wanted to know what this feeling about Ted was.

* * *

><p>Cameron watched the holo-display with awe. Covenant Nations suicide ships were diving at the orbiting guns. The Super MAC canons and Super Linear Accelerated Plasma guns shot at them, but the ships were so small and numerous, they were overwhelmed. It tickled the ants to think of the guns as 'smack' and 'slap' canons, but it was both hard to laugh when one, the size of a cruiser, would explode, and also because she just didn't want to laugh, or make herself feel better. Never mind that the cannons were being blown up with frightening regularity.<p>

"I should have seen that coming," she said. _You fucked up. You finally fucked up big time,_ she thought. Her eyes glazed as she looked at the screen; it was easier to just ignore all of it.

"They're flanking us, completely avoiding all of our defense lines," Anna said with awe. "Smart. Even if their LZs and AOs are nowhere near anything important."

"We all knew the area of operations would change," Cameron said. "But never like this." She felt like crying; it was like the Covenant had already won, and this whole thing was just a mop up op.

But the ants crawled at her, demanding that she move. There was work to do; they were needed. She wanted to just drop down and let the Covenant get their kill, but she was squad leader. She accessed her squad's com line. _Squad, pack up! Our AO is changing, and we needed to be there ten minutes ago!_

She stormed out of the pre-fabricated lounge. It took all of her conscious efforts to do that one simple task; it felt like she was moving through concrete. Outside the tent was chaos. With UNSC forces entrenching themselves, there were thousands, hundreds of thousands of soldiers waiting for Covenant Nation forces to drop in. But with new theaters of war opening, they were all working to pack up as fast as possible. Marines were running around by the dozens, and the Spartan-IVs seemed to be swamped as well, torn between helping other IVs or helping the marines.

Her Spartans, however, were handling the sudden change with practiced grace. Of course, they weren't part of the UNSC's supply line, and thus avoided most of the cluster fuck that was spiraling out of control. With so little placed upon them, they focused on getting their own gear stowed away. They were already forming a line to the drop ships, handing crates of weapons, ammunition, food and supplies from one to the other. She joined one, Anna at her shoulder.

"Pilots, sound off."

_Pelicans reporting in, ma'am,_ the lead pilot said. _We're starting pre-flight warm-ups. Wheels will be up inside ten minutes._

_Hear that, Spartans? We got ten minutes to get our boots off the ground. Double time it! Pilots, link me in with flight control._

Her armor registered a change in frequencies, and she was soon connected with the flight channel. Her armor recognized significant slowdown.

_This is Flight Tower A0-2,_ a frantic man said. _Who is this and why are you spamming the channel?_

_This is Sierra Zero-One-Six,_ Cameron said. She hoped the 'Sierra' call sign hadn't been hijacked by the Spartan-IVs. _I have four Pelicans under my command. We're requesting priority airspace in ten minutes, we're leaving the base._

_Where the hell to? _

_To where the Nations are making their LZ, that's what. Sources say they're attacking northern bases, correct?_

_Yea, that's right, _the man hissed._ We've got a spaceport in Mongolia that's getting swamped with drop pods._

_Then that's where we're going,_ Cameron said. She braced herself and accepted an ammunition box that was the size of her. She played with her suit, drawing one bar of shields and diverting it to the servos. Suddenly the box got lighter, almost by a full half. She handed it off to Anna, who accepted it with a grace that meant she was already toggling with her suit's strength.

_Sierra, they're getting overwhelmed, and that's before the hour flight to get there._

_It ain't Spartan if it ain't hard,_ Cameron mumbled. She still wanted to cry. _Get us clearance to get out of here, no one else seems ready._

_Working on it,_ he sighed. _Got it. You better haul ass, Spartan. Your window opens in seven minutes and closes in ten. We got a lot of traffic to sort through. _

_Roger that. Thanks for the assist._ She killed the com line and switched back to her squad's line. _Get a move on, Spartans! Wheels up in seven, with or without you!_

_Just like old times, huh?_ Anna chuckled.

Just like old times that Cameron didn't want to get through again. She wondered why she wasn't crying.

* * *

><p>"What did I say?" Salvis chuckled.<p>

'Ful stared at the holotank. Their forces were advancing almost completely unopposed. And this was only at the holy Ark. Slipspace reports were slowly filtering in, but they all looked promising. The humans and heretics were abandoning their hastily constructed defense lines to counter their new assault, defense lines that were only built at their most populated cities or strategically important sites with the thought that they will be attacking soon.

Most of their casualties, no, nearly all of their casualties were coming from ship-to-ship combat, but that was expected; their losses were built into their projections. It was all going according to plan, Salvis' plan. The wisdom of the Forerunners was shining down upon them.

"If I have doubted you before, I am not now," he said.

"That is one big 'if,' my dear manager," Salvis chuckled. "Drawn to a sudden sale, the masses rush in with no buying plan of their own. And once they are inside our store, they are our playthings. See how they scurry about, latching from one item to the next?"

"I see it," he said.

"Oh, most Holy of Artifacts," Truth said from his throne, "you speak with the wisdom of the Forerunners."

"No need to thank me yet, this is only the first step in my plan."

'Ful grinned. He was itching to go into battle, as his honor demanded. But honor was his for the taking at the general's chair, even if his sword arm ached. He would start the Great Journey, and his name will be echoed through the annals of history.

"Yes, the battle is only just beginning," he said. "Show us the wisdom the Forerunners had granted you, and lead us to victory!"

Salvis chuckled.

"Oh, don't worry about that. Just be glad we found the Ark before the Flood. They need to be stopped at all costs."


	6. Chapter 6

_Twenty minutes out,_ the pilot said.

Cameron gripped her DMR tighter. She couldn't believe she was jumping back into the thick of it again. She should have expected it when she volunteered to be frozen, but she was secretly hoping that she would remain frozen forever, never to be woken again, hopefully forgotten. But that just wasn't in the cards for a Spartan.

_You ready?_ Anna asked.

_Not really._

_It's a good plan._

Cameron didn't mention that the last time she had a good plan, it got forty-five men and women killed.

She made her hand pull up the holographic image of the spaceport they were flying to. How could she be so tired but still have the energy to move? The base was surrounded by the steppes of Mongolia, with plenty of wide open areas. Snipers would make quick work of them, but have a hard time with their limited elevation, which worked for and against them. The main administrative building was under heavy assault, pinned down on all sides, so that was their first stop.

_Get this through your heads, Spartans,_ she said, getting up with a burst of willpower. She only knew Anna; all the others were frozen, just like they were. The Old, Bold Riders. The only thing they had in common was their training, augmentation, and age at which they were frozen. But they were still Spartans, and with only two standard days, had learned to work together. That quick bond would be put to the test now. The ants crawled, itching at her and not stopping. She set the hydrostatic gel layer to give her a kind of massage, just to clear her head.

_The spaceport is about to be overrun by Covenant Nation forces, _she said._ Our ships will drop us as close to the main building, than we fight our way in, secure the control tower and repel any attempts to retake it. Questions?_

_Ma'am, how soon can we expect backup to arrive?_

_We _are_ the backup. _

_I was under the assumption that OMAC would be carrying out all counter-offensive actions._

_Plans don't survive first contact with the enemy, Spartan. You should know better, _Cameron said. _Spaceports are vital pieces of real estate, no matter how small they are. If we can maintain any measure of air superiority, we'll maintain control of the ground. That means we can't let the Nations get their hands on it, or run a torch-and-burn op. If OMAC wants to join us, they'll be late to the party. _

_What should we do with the Pelicans?_

_They'll remain on station and provide us with as much firepower as they can. Once they've been shot down, the pilots will be joining us. Any others?_

_No, ma'am._

_Good, _Cameron said.

_Ground in five!_

_Get on the ready line. And remember, Spartans never die. _

Cameron loaded her DMR and lined up to be the first one out. She switched her comm channel to the UNSC standard.

_UNSC spaceport, this is Sierra Zero-One-Six. We're here to provide backup._

_Thank fucking god!_ Someone screamed. With so much fire in the background, Cameron couldn't tell who was talking. _The UNSC sent you?_

_Negative, we're Spartan-Vs. What's your status? Are there any enemies in the base?_

_They're all over the goddamn base!_

_Have they breached yet?_

_No, but they've been working on it._

_All we need to know. Sit tight, we'll get you out of there._

_We'd like it if you hurried!_

Cameron looked out of the drop ship. There were waves upon waves of Covenant. Just like Circumstances. She shook her head. This wasn't the time for a flashback. Not now. The ship spun around and the ramp dropped.

_Touchdown! Hit it, Spartans! _But Cameron already jumped out.

It was worse than Circumstances. At least then they caught the Covenant off-guard. These Covenant were fully engaged, and easily switched from the UNSC forces to them. Cameron ran forward to a concrete road block, moving more out of muscle memory than actual willpower. It was like running through a laser show. Her shields didn't just spark from random shots, it shone clear and solid as she took hits left and right. If she was wearing her old armor, she wouldn't have survived two seconds. Instead, two of her four shield layers winked out of existence, and her suit blazed a warning.

She ignored it and took cover, popping up to empty her magazine. Grunts and Jackals fell, but they were hardly missed. More of her Spartans found cover and started taking up firing positions.

_Don't get comfortable, Spartans! We need to move up and get to the building. Pelicans, some cover fire would be nice._

_Firing._

The drop ship's hardlight turrets spooled up and started raining death. Elites and Brutes alike found cover as their shields sparked off. Cameron noted that they were old energy shields and not their hardlight shields; her DMR punched clear through one, splattering the Elite's brains over his companions. That was good, it gave them an edge, buy them some time to live. The ants paused as she shot. It was tempting to lie down.

_Good enough. UNSC forces, we're incoming._

Her suit was recharging the depleted third layer of shields, which had yet to pop into existence, but Cameron vaulted over the barricade. She took more shots as she advanced, letting her Spartans get ahead of her while she brought up the rear.

Ahead, the doors to the base opened, and the embattled marines stepped out to help drive the Covenant back. Cameron saw one take a plasma round to the face, and was shocked to see that the marines had energy shields.

"When did the marines get those to play with?" Anna asked.

"What? We've had them for years! Where have you been?"

"Frozen for the past 150," Anna said.

"Are you kidding me?" The marine spat.

"Not the time," Cameron said, getting to the door. Her third layer was shot back down, and was slow to recharge. She kind of missed her old suit's quicker recharge. "Get inside those doors."

The Covenant pushed back as they cleared the door, marines and Spartans taking cover on either side. Cameron put another two Elites down.

"Who's your CO?" She asked.

"CO got fragged, I hold rank," A lieutenant said. "Nickels. Nice to see some friendly faces, even if you are inhuman monsters."

"It seems our reputation precedes us," Anna said drily.

"Politics can wait, we're here to help you," Cameron said. "Have you gotten word from the UNSC on reinforcements?"

"Vack them, this cockeyed invasion got everyone's nuts in a wind."

_Seems like some now slang popped up, too, _Anna said on their comm.

"Try to get ahold of them, we'll work on getting our side to dedicates troops to us," Cameron said.

"Well, tell them they'd haul ass, the vacking Nations are burning the base."

"How much have they torched?" A line of jackals went down, exposing a rank of grunts. They went down soon, but not before pitching grenades. One landed near Cameron, but she didn't try to dodge. She was thrown against the wall with a crack that she was sure had dislocate her shoulder, but her shields held, with half of the last bar still remaining. Her suit screamed at her to find cover, so she silenced the alarm.

"What is your damn glitch?" Nickels yelled.

"How much of the base have they burned?" Cameron repeated, slapping in a new mag.

"At least half, they're working on getting the fuel depot."

_Pelicans, lay down some fire. Break into fire teams. Alpha and Beta, with me. Charlie and Delta, reinforce the base and get ready to provide some fire for us, _she ordered. Acknowledgement lights winked on, and the comm broke up to the appropriate channels.

"Half of my men will reinforce the base, we'll work on securing the fuel depot," she said. "Give us the location."

"And kill yourselves? Nickels demanded.

"Didn't you know? Spartans never die." Her shields were working to bring one layer back up, but it would have to do. Cameron led her men back outside, gunning down Covenant as they went. Most of her fire teams had human plasma rifles, so any Elite and Brute they found with a shield quickly lost it.

_Be careful, won't you?_ Anna demanded.

_Just keep up, we need this base,_ Cameron said. _Stick to cover and move forward. _

Her HUD registered a UNSC file being sent to her. She opened it and the location of the fuel depot popped up. It was on the far side of the base. They had lots of space to cover. Her suit grabbed a comm channel directed at her.

_I got a few gals out there, trying to hold them back,_ Nickels said. _If you get them out safe, I just might stick my neck out for you._

_Roger that. Hear that, Spartans? We got UNSC personnel in need of help. Double time it!_

The Pelicans floated overhead, spitting fire and missiles. Cameron took cover again, if only to reload. Her suit was doing its best to regen the lost shields, and had actually gotten two of them up by the time the Covenant got their counter attack organized.

Grunts charged ahead, propelled by whatever religious mania or promises of riches they were fed. They fell from grenades and missiles, but bought time for a group of Elites to circle around. They took fire from not only Cameron, but from the upper observation levels of the base; her Spartans were in position.

Cameron saw her chance to move up to a line of crates, so she took it. Her second layer of shields was whittled down to half by the time her third was charged. Instead of the third layer popping into existence, her suit dumped the charge into the second layer and went back to working on the third. She slapped a fresh magazine in place just as he bodies of three grunts hit the ground.

She got to cover as her shields kept taking hits. They were too damn strong.

_Actual, take cover, _Anna barked. She was using her title; that meant she was both angry at her, and on an open channel. She ignored her and worked on thinning the opposition. She was running low on ammo. Soon she'll have to risk grabbing whatever Covvie weapons were available to her.

_Hunters!_

The crate was blown over with an explosion. Cameron was very nearly crushed, but her suit automatically amped her strength to deflecting the crate; she pushed it off her and stumbled back into whatever protection they offered, if only out of reflex.

She shook her head clear; her ears were ringing. The crate took the full brunt of the fuel rod round.

_Take those things out, _she said, throwing a grenade. It didn't do much, but it made her feel like she was doing something. Her shields finally got the third layer up and running, so it was a good enough time to move forward. _Covering fire!_

The Hunters hid behind their thick metal shields, and Cameron ran around them, pulling out her pistol. One Pelican tried to help out by strafing a line of grunts and jackals. She pumped the third shield layer into her servos; she shot forward, just ahead of the fire she drew. By then, she was around the Hunters.

Her pistol was equipped with a fully automatic firing system, so she barely had to aim. Her first shot was a miss, but she was quick to compensate. The rest of the clip hit one Hunter, splattering orange blood everywhere. It started to turn around, so she darted in, tossing her last grenade at its partner. It scored a direct hit, and the Hunter moaned.

Being so close to the Hunter that she could smell it through her suit, she swapped magazines. The Hunter actually jumped, surprised that she got so close so fast. It tried to smash her with its shield. Cameron casually stepped to the side, spraying bullets in its face. The Hunter stumbled backwards, and the rest of her team filled it with lead and plasma.

_Actual! Look out!_

The second Hunter had its' canon leveled at her. Just before it could fire, it got bitch slapped by a salvo of rockets. It disappeared in a puff of orange mist.

_Move forward, we're halfway there,_ Cameron said, switching back to her DMR.

_Will you be careful?_ Anna said, switching to a private comm.

_I'll be careful when it's all done._

The refueling depot was dead ahead of them. Massive silos of fuel were burning, almost half of them were gone, and the building was nearly a ruin. Heavy weapons teams strafed the building, and the sound of fuel rod cannons rang out like nothing Cameron had ever heard before.

_Take out those heavies,_ she ordered. A grunt, carrying a cannon, turned towards her. He jumped, but not before Cameron put a bullet into his skull. She snatched up the cannon, and her suit automatically synched up with the ammo counter. She was surprised to see that so little about the cannon seemed to have changed in the past 170 years. Then her suit finished it's quick scan and squawked out a warning; the weapon was in fact, over 170 years old, and was in danger of blowing up. How it lasted this long was a miracle.

Cameron took another look at the cannon. Upon closer inspection, she could see a multitude of hairline cracks in the tarnished gold metal. The entire thing was buffed and polished so many times, the casing was actually wearing thin.

_Actual, be careful, our suits are registering that as live ordinance,_ Anna said.

_I know,_ she said. _But we don't have much of a choice. We need these teams out of the picture, and I'm running low on ammo._

With hardly a prayer, she thumbed the trigger. There was a half-second delay, then the cannon spat out a neon green slug with a dull whump. Her suit registered a spike in radiation, nothing dangerous by itself, but a good way to get crapped up after emptying a few magazines.

The round, a blob of radioactive, incendiary gel flew across the battlefield, hitting a jackal square in the chest and evaporated. Cameron could see the round flutter through the air, spinning left and right, but never in a straight line. She had missed her target of fuel rod carrying grunts by ten feet.

_Take them out,_ she said, lobbing another two rounds towards them. Her suit protested again, and Cameron made a dull note about it.

The cannon seized and the temperature spiked, just behind her head.

_Actual! Watch out!_

Anna tore the cannon from her grip and threw it away. The cannon clattered to the ground twenty feet away, but nothing happened. Cameron could see the barrel turning cherry red and sagging from the heat, but there was no explosion or large release of radioactivity; her suit simply read that it was dead.

_What is going on with you?_ Anna demanded, switching back to her private comm channel. Her demand was cut short when the heavy weapon team opened fire on them.

_Just get to the depot,_ Cameron said. _Spartans! Move!_

The front of the building was destroyed, but to the side was a loading dock, where UNSC personal were making their stand. Soldiers were lying down suppressive fire, and a mounted plasma turret was gunning down the grunts and jackals that were getting too close.

"Over here!" A woman yelled. Her arm was nearly taken off at the elbow by a plasma round. She crouched behind a crate. Cameron made her way to the dock, emptying her next to last magazine. "Heard you guys were coming. Picked a hell of a vackin' day to show up."

"We're just here to help." Cameron pulled out her pistol and tried to take out an Elite.

"I'm not complaining. My ass is in the heat like everyone else here."

"Incoming!"

Heavy weapons and grenades flew at them en masse. It was a massive push by the Covenant, and everyone but Cameron took cover. She emptied her pistol and pulled out her DMR, taking our seven grunts and an elite. She shielded the woman with her body and lost two shield layers for her trouble.

But the damage was done. The soldier manning the turret was blown to pieces; even with shields he never stood a chance.

_Get to cover and get some ammo,_ Cameron said, jumping to the turret. She pulled the severed hand off the trigger and lined up her shot.

The turret was obviously new, but retained the look of the old turret. It had a grip for both her hands, a trigger, and a handle on the upper body making it man portable. But the barrel looked like a miniature MAC cannon barrel, with long rows of what looked like capacitors lining the barrel. But when she pulled the trigger, instead of shooting a high speed slug, it shot out gobs and gobs of plasma. Her suit synched up with the gun and showed her the thermal output and cooling level.

_Fire team beta, cover the facility, make sure none of the silos are being bombed,_ she barked. To the UNSC soldiers, she said, "how safe are those silos?"

"Safe? You mean if they'll blow up?" the soldier who appeared to be in charge said. "They're rated for some pretty heavy crashed, you'll need to hit those things a lot with bombs to crack them."

"Good." The turret heated up as she mowed down the wave of grenadiers. Her shields had fully powered themselves back up again, so she kept an eye on her motion tracker. It was awash in red, so she moved from left to right and back again, pushing the Covenant back and back until they were at the very range of the turret.

Cameron could feel the heat of the turret; she didn't need to look at a display to tell her it was getting hot. She pressed the venting lever, and the body of the turret split open, revealing the inner workings and spewing scalding steam. Safe in her armor, Cameron felt nothing.

"Here they come again," someone yelled. "Get a boom tube! Hunters!"

Four hunters waddled towards them, each pair ten feet apart. Cameron turned the turret on them, and only made their armor heat up. She kept firing, keeping the turret trained on one spot. The rounds bounced off the armor, but the armor in question was heating up. The hunter shrugged at it, trying to get it's flesh off the plate, but with it secured tightly to its arm, there was no way it could get the heat off its arm.

The metal slowly turned red, and the hunter screamed in pain as its arm was cooked. Eventually its baser instincts won out and it tore the armor off its arm. It was promptly cut down by Cameron. It's partner roared and charged, shooting as it went.

The shots exploded around Cameron, weakening her shields until just over two were left. The air exploded around her and through the thick plate, the hunter's head was blown clear off. Anna stood next to her with a rail gun.

_I like this thing, _she said, letting the gun cool down.

But the second hunter pair wasn't giving them room to wait. They were advancing, slowly but surely, their cannons spitting out torrents of neon green fire. The turret was getting very hot, but Cameron couldn't give it the luxury of a cool down. She and Anna killed the next hunter, and finally the last one. Her shields were kept to two bars.

"Holy fuck!"

Motion caught the corner of Cameron's eye. A team of elites had advanced on their opposite side, using the hunters as a distraction. They had gotten so close that they didn't even bother with guns; they pulled out plasma swords instead. Cameron swore she saw them grin as they charged.

"Oh vack, oh vack, oh va—" the marines screamed as they were cut down, sliced apart by the zealots. Anna dropped the rail gun and was pulling out her side arm, but Cameron swung the overheating turret towards them. It was so hot the fire rate fell to next to nothing; the turret was spitting out one round for every half second, barely enough to fell an energy shield. She was lucky and was able to fell one, but a gold armored field marshal charged her, sword held high and a scream on its alien lips.

With a roar of effort, she tore the turret from its tripod, shoved it in front of herself and flicked the venting lever.

The turret split open and showered both with what looked like some neon liquid. The coolant had turned into plasma, but the pressure of the turret's body turned it into a super critical fluid, a substance that was too hot to be a solid or a liquid, but too compressed to be a gas. It splashed over Cameron, and for that one second of contact before it turned into a gas, it shorn through her two shield layers like they weren't even there.

The gold armored elite, however, didn't have the benefit of layered hardlight shields. The super critical plasma touched the shields, and they instantly vanished. The elite screamed in horrible pain as the fluid splashed over him, working its way into his armor's segments and chinks before touching its skin, then turning to steam as the pressure of the turret was released. Somehow, the elite survived the initial splash and staggered back, being cooked alive by the intense heat, all the while screaming its head off.

The other elites paused for a beat as they saw the fate of their leader, then turned on Cameron, who had snapped the turret closed. Why did she do that? There was a perfectly good end to her career, and she gave it up. Was it her training? Her reactions to kill first and fast? Boot camp gave her terribly strong habits, and habits were notoriously hard to break.

The elites fell to the somewhat cooled turret and Anna, but they gave as good as they got. Cameron got sprayed with a few stray needles, and they blew up on her arm. It tore a good chunk of flesh from her arm, but it was hardly a life threatening injury. She screamed her pain as she gunned them down.

_Hold on, I got you,_ Anna said, dropping her gun and going for her first aid kit. The ground shook as drop pods made land fall, and Cameron almost opened fire on them, holding off at the last second as she recognized friendly forces. Spartan-Vs, in fact.

_Where's your squad leader? _Cameron's suit recognized the rank of Major and let him onto their comm channel. She hadn't counted on being alive long enough to worry about superior officers.

_Here, sir._

The Spartan in question stormed up to her, shots sparking off his shields. A few Spartans ran forward, shooting Covenant, but there were UNSC forces here as well. Marines and what appeared to be Hornets pushed the Covenant back.

_What were you thinking? _The Major snapped. _You had direct orders to hold your station until you were assigned a base._

_Sir, the Covenant were landing. In this soldier's opinion, UNSC orbital property needed to be safeguarded, _she said. Anna was slapping bio-foam on her arm. The bleeding stopped.

_That's a job for the fucking OMAC! You treating this act of insubordination as an tryout to join them? Because it's working._

_Sir, this soldier did not mean to use—_

_Shut it, honorary Corporal, that was a rhetorical question, _the major snapped. He looked around, seeing the Covenant being pushed back, then turned back to her. _Good work, Spartan. We need more like you. Get patched up and back on the ready line, looks like there's still a fight going on._

_Sir._

The major walked away, actually drawing his rifle this time.

_Was that you plan? _Anna asked.

_To get chewed out?_

_To get into this one man army thing?_

_No._

_Then what was it?_

Cameron didn't say anything. She was getting out of this scrape, too. Dammit all.

* * *

><p>Roma killed the engine to the Mongoose. They had made it back, but from the looks of things, they missed the main battle. Soldiers ran around carrying stretchers, aid kits, guns, ammo and sand bags. The entire forward operating base was hit fast and hard, and they had only just pushed the Covenant back. This base was never supposed to see heavy action; it was kitted out to be a logistics base. But the Nation's caught them with their pants down, and that changed very fast.<p>

_Dammit, we're too late,_ Ted hissed.

_Take it easy, we missed the vanguard, _Roma said.

_And how long until the main army gets here?_

_That's to be determined._

It wasn't just Spartans that were hurting, there was a sizable marine presence here as well. Most of the human casualties appeared to be marines, but Roma saw a few of the UNSC's Spartan-IVs, and a couple Vs, their own men and women.

Everything had been blasted. It had been a real vanguard attack, with heavy weapons and armor and even air support. Burning wrecks of wraiths, banshees, warthogs and a few odd scorpions littered the field. They should have been there for the fight.

"Well, congratulations everyone," Ted said, walking towards a platoon of battle-weary marines and Spartan-IVs. "You just survived a Covenant assault! And speaking from experience, it looked like it was a_ dozy!_ How do you feel?"

"Fuck off and die!"

"Faaaaantastic!"

_OMAC, get on the line,_ Marcel said on their company's channel._ We got supply drops inbound. We need to get this place back into fighting shape before the main body of the Nations comes down on us. Double time, get to the LZ._

Ted left the marines and jogged over to her.

_We have our orders, OMAC,_ Roma said. _Let's get to those drop ships and help this FOB get back on its feet. Form up!_

A line of Spartans jogged out to the LZ. Drop ships were already landing en mass, unloading supplies and aid kits.

_Question_, Ted said, _are we really going to act as glorified butlers?_

_What do you mean?_

_I got in on this unit because you need things killed, not unpacked. So far, all I've done is jack shit._

_Stow that, Spartan. We have our orders. Unpack now, fight later. _

Ted groaned, but he lined up with the rest of them. Roma was handed ammo boxes, MREs and latrine kits, all the essentials to get a forward operations base set up. Soon one Pelican was unloaded, then the next.

_Get these to the command center, start handing out ammo,_ Marcel commanded._ Roma, we got our own supplies inbound. Stay at the LZ and coordinate._

_Understood._ That meant that Spartan command was sending them special gear for repelling the Nation's advancement, as well as her medication. She and Marcel had long ago set up her medication drops, and when Marcel ordered her to coordinate supply drops, it was also a code-word for her to get her extra meds. She reflexively patted her ammo pouch where she kept two days' worth of dosages.

The next Pelican dropped in, her armor signaling that it was theirs. It spun and landed, and she climbed aboard as soon as the doors were open. There, in the back of the ship, was a small plastic case that held her meds. She opened it to double check; sure enough, she had enough to last her four months. By the time she started running low, the war should have fallen into a rhythm, and supply requests could be completed in an acceptable period of time.

Roma closed the crate just as the rest of the squad came back to unload.

_We got more heavy weapons and ammo here,_ she said,_ get that out first and secure an ammo dump for it. Come on, OMAC, we're on a deadline here._

She handed out a few crates of ammo before grabbing one for herself.

_Be careful with that,_ Ted said, nodding towards her supply of meds. _You might miss a dose in this war._

Roma glared at him, then pointed towards the heaviest crate for him to pick up. Ted chuckled and grabbed the crate.

_With me, we'll stake out a spot,_ she said to her Spartans.

_Yes ma'am. _

UNSC regulations were clear that ammo dumps had to be at least 500 meters away from living quarters. The FOB wasn't that big, so Roma picked out a spot beyond the razor wire fence.

_This is our spot, OMAC,_ she said. _Get the Pelican unpacked, then work on getting this area secure and up to standards. Someone, stay with it._

Alicia nodded and stood watch over the crates. Roma left her meds with the ammo; there was no safer spot for it. She double-timed it back to the Pelican, but was blown off her feet.

Her ears ringing, she struggled to get back up. Everything was screaming at her, her suit, the comm line, and people around her. Roma tried to shake it off, but only succeeded in falling back down.

Hands pulled at her. Marcel was with her, she could feel his hands on her shoulder. Blinking, things became clearer. Her suit's shields were completely spent, and was screaming at her to take cover as they recharged.

"-Roma? Talk to me, Roma," Marcel said.

"I'm okay," she lied. "What happened?"

"Plasma artillery round. Landed a few meters from you, but it got our stockpile."

"Alicia?"

"KIA," Marcel said bitterly. "They're shelling our position, it was a lucky shot."

As her hearing cleared, she heard more and more explosions. She looked around, seeing the devastation unfold. UNSC soldiers were running for the relative safety of their entrenched bunkers, marines and Spartan-IVs alike. Their Spartans, however, were still trying to get weapons off the Pelican.

"Air support is cut off for the time," Marcel said. "At least until we get those artillery pieces offline, or they decide to stop themselves."

"Are we launching a counter-offensive?"

"Soon. The Nations are capitalizing on this. I'm getting word that they're sending a large force our way to kick us out. Come on, get up. We need to plan."

Roma stood, more sure on her feet than she was a minute ago. She and Marcel ran to the Pelican. Their entire OMAC squad was waiting for them, eyes on the sky to try and predict where the next sun-hot plasma would land.

"Okay, Spartans, things are getting interesting," Marcel said.

"About damn time," Ted hissed.

"Cut it, soldier," Marcel snapped. He pulled out a data pad and pulled up the local map. "Command says we have a large armored column heading our way, three dozen tanks and a small battalion, about five hundred troops. We need that out of the way—"

"Ooh! I volunteer!" Ted cried.

Everyone snapped towards him. Ted sounded just like a little kid, one who hadn't even entered boot camp yet. He had his hand raised and everything.

"That's five hundred foot soldiers, Spartan," Marcel said. "With full armor support."

"Sounds like a challenge, sir."

"Sounds like suicide, even for us."

"Eh, yea, probably. The hell, sounds like fun. I still volunteer."

Roma stared at Ted. No one could take that many Covenant on.

"We need you to buy us time," Marcel finally said. "Take what you need, and get to this point here. They have to pass through a UNSC outpost, that'll be the best place to hold them off."

"Got it!" Ted was out running before he even finished talking.

"Give 'em hell, Spartan." Everyone saluted as Ted ran off to do his duty. Roma could have sworn he had a spring in his step.

"Back to business," Marcel continued. "Ted will face the battalion at the outpost, giving us time to get this place back in fighting shape. Once we're sure that the UNSC forces here can hold their own, we'll go and support Ted."

No one mentioned that it would take at least three hours to get everything squared away, let alone to fighting standards. Roma looked out at Ted. He carried UNSC rocket launchers and ammunition by the armful, dumping it in a beaten up Warthog. The passenger seat was already chocked full of guns and ammo.

"We break into fire teams," Marcel continued. "Alpha will be with me. We'll work on getting a defensive parameter set up. Beta will secure the FOB. Charlie will police the wounded, and give the LZ more defenses. Understood?"

"Yes, sir!"

"Then look sharp, OMAC, and get the job done."

Roma switched to Beta's frequency.

_Get as many mounted guns on the building as we can, Spartans. The FOB has the only real cover available, so the Nations will hit it hard. We need to hit hard right back at them._

The ground shook from more artillery hits. Roma was amazed more damage hadn't been done. But then again, they already lost one of their own, and a sizable chunk of their small arms ammunition. God knows how much Ted took, so that left them with even less. They were going to be hard pressed to get the FOB back in shape. Maybe they could use their Mongooses as suicide bombers, run them on remote control.

Her armor kept screaming at her for some reason. Roma thought it was some kind of alert, then realized it was her reminder to take her medication. She reached for her ammo pouch and pulled out her vacuum sealed pill bottle, cracking the lid open.

Burned gel poured out. Roma stared at the gel for a second, comprehending what she was seeing. Then it hit her. The plasma artillery round that killed Alicia had also completely knocked out her shields. With no shields, the heat had burst, boiled and burned the gel capsules.

She capped the bottle and threw it away. She had others, backups in case this sort of thing happened. The first twinge of panic hit her when she realized that her backups were in the ammo stockpile that had only recently been blown up. She opened a private comm channel with Marcel.

_What is it, Roma?_

_My meds are gone._

_What do you mean?_

_I mean, they were burned, _she said, heading towards the FOB. Just because she was having a small panic attack didn't alleviate her of her duties. _The plasma round that killed Alicia fried my meds._

_So get your backups._

_The backups were with Alicia._

The line paused as Marcel realized the situation.

_Marcel, I have some more backups on the_ Sparrow Hawk_,_ Roma said._ We just need to put in a requisition order. When will the orbital fighting die down? I'm due a dosage right now._

_The _Sparrow Hawk_ is lost._

_What?_

_It was hit by multiple plasma torpedoes. It went down swinging an hour and ten ago, all hands lost. _

_But I need my meds. Don't you have any backups?_

_We both know my backups were on the _Sparrow Hawk_._

Now Roma was panicking.

_Just…take it easy,_ Marcel said. _You suffer from heightened aggression; maybe if we keep you on drag duty, cover the flank and supply lines, you could avoid an incident._

_OMAC? Cover _supply lines?

_We'll just play it by ear,_ Marcel said.

Roma tried to breathe calmly, but she could practically feel her meds wearing off.


	7. Chapter 7

A line of Elites strolled out of their drop ship. There were plenty of red ones, but the ones that Linda was hoping for, and waiting for, were a pair of gold armored field marshals, who were the last ones out. She was glad that their color-coordinating armor didn't go out of style; she didn't know what she would do if she couldn't pick out their leaders at over a mile away.

She dialed her scope in and looked for signs of wind. The dust blown up from the drop ship hung in the air, meaning there wasn't much of a cross breeze. So she compensated for the Coriolis effect and fired off all four rounds.

She saw the bullets travel through the air, almost sailing across the mile-plus length of field, slowly drifting into the heads of the two field marshals and two random red Elites. Their shields completely failed under the heavy depleted uranium rounds, and their heads simply exploded, their bodies toppling over like marionettes that had their strings cut. The surrounding Elites panicked and screamed a challenge to her, but Linda was already moving. She had done her job, and she was needed to oversee the new course of action.

Linda slid down the rock face of her latest hiding spot, casually reloading, and broke into a slight jog as she ran towards the base. Spartans and Sangheili ran to and from their posts, some carrying weapons and supplies, others carrying wounded on stretchers. It was strange to be so close to their old enemies, but Linda had to get with the changing times. Drop ships, human and redesigned Covenant alike, flew in carrying weary troops from battle and fresh troops to them. There were occasional artillery explosions, but she paid them no mind, just as she casually returned the salutes the Spartans gave her.

"Enjoying yourself?" Fred asked as she walked in to the jury rigged command tent. Kelly, Naomi and Mary stood by General Madani, who was swamped with battle reports.

"Plenty. The attack forces will find themselves without leaders at the current time."

"Excellent. I'll send an OMAC team forward to flush the survivors out," Madani said. The general stood at the holographic table which showed them just how overwhelmed they were. Linda didn't need to add that the forward attack force she rendered leaderless was one of many landing at this time, and once the Covenant found out they were killed, they would only send more troops in. This reminded her of old times. She didn't know if that was a good or bad thing.

"General, with all due respect, we can't sit back here in a holding pattern forever," Fred said. "We need to counter on every available front."

"I understand your concern, but this isn't the Human-Covenant War anymore," Madani said. "We can bet on reinforcements coming, we need to hold onto what we have and get ready for them to relieve us."

"Never mind that we have a one-in-three chance of getting those reinforcements," Naomi said. "Earth or the Ark facility might need more help than we do. We need to counter now."

"Mars?"

"The Generals are right," the AI said, winking into existence. Linda looked outside the flap of the tent. There were more drop ships coming in. "However, we also need to act with restraint. Wanton countering will leave our already stressed supply lines vulnerable to attack."

"And the only reason we're still in this fight is because of those supply lines," Madani said. "We stay the course."

"Never had to deal with supply line duty before," Kelly said.

"First time for everything," Linda sighed. "Very well, sir. What shall we do?"

"I need you here, where you can spot counters and advise me," Madani said. "This strange blitzkrieg of theirs is throwing us all out of whack."

"Sir, respectfully, we neither trained nor had experience in managing entire theaters of war," Fred said. "We're soldiers, boots on the ground. Let us go and we'll rally the troops from the local level."

"G-general Fred, you can't be serious," Mary said in her typically stammering manner. "Lead from the front? What would happen if you…you know…"

"Then it's my time. At least I'll know that I could do more there than here."

"Request denied," Madani said flatly. "Imagine the loss of moral if you fell in battle."

"Imagine the boost in moral if we were fighting with the troops," Kelly said.

"Imagine the loss," Madani repeated. He didn't need to stress his words to show that it was his final thought on the matter. "We can't lose you. I hope you can see that."

"So you'll let me work but not them?" Linda asked.

"You can shoot the Nations before they even see you. You face a minimal risk in comparison."

"I don't think we've ever been treated with kid gloves before," Naomi said. Madani glared at her. "This feels really strange."

"Generals, I know this is outside your comfort zone, but I order you to stay in the safety of the green zone," Madani barked.

"Yes, sir," Fred said, snapping a crisp salute. Kelly, naturally, beat him to it. "Where do you need us?"

"I need you to analyze the battle reports as they come in. Report any major activity to me, or relay my orders. You have authority to act in my absence, but obey every order given to you."

"Understood. With your permission, sir, I'd like to take a look at the terrain, see how we can use it to our advantage. We'll just be outside the tent."

"Granted. Command comm is Foxtrot-Tango-Sierra Niner. Stay on comms at all times."

Fred, Kelly, Linda and Naomi saluted as one, then walked out of the tent. Mary ran after them, no more than two giant steps behind them.

"Well?" Kelly asked.

"Um, generals, sir," Mary said, "the terrain is not that different from Sparta. D-do you mean the architecture?"

"I can send you a compressed file that recounts the basics of Sangheili architecture, if it pleases you," the AI Tracy said from Mary's helmet speaker.

"No, that's fine," Fred said. He turned to Linda. "Where was the fighting the heaviest?"

Linda very nearly broke out into a grin. "North-east. They seem to be landing a lot of troops there."

"General? What do you mean?" Mary asked.

"Good. Let's gather up some Warthogs and head over there."

"W-what?"

"We're going to be the counter-attack, that's what," Kelly said.

"B-but, but General Madani gave you an order! You're not supposed to fight!"

"We're not going to fight. We're going to survey the natural terrain and augment the local troop's command structure as they re-take Covenant territory," Fred said.

"And if we're attacked, well, we have to defend ourselves," Naomi said.

"But General Madani—"

"I'm sure that Madani gave you orders to turn us in should we attempt something like this," Fred continued. "Am I right?"

Mary stood ramrod straight, but her nervousness betrayed her; Linda could see her ever-so slightly trembling.

"Yes…"

"I also assume you're supposed to be our bodyguard in case we need one, right?"

"Yes…"

"Then you need to choose which duty you will need to fulfill; guard duty or spy duty. Whatever you pick, do it fast; we're leaving in thirty seconds."

Linda followed Fred as he jogged away from the command tent. Platoons stopped and stood at attention as their HUDs identified them.

"You, platoon leader, what's your name and mission?" Fred asked the closest Spartan.

"Don, sir, we're to augment a defense line, prepare it for a Nation push, sir," the Spartan said.

"Are you okay with disobeying orders, Don?"

"Sir?"

"We aim to commandeer you and your platoon, use you to run counter-attacks against the Covenant. That's flying directly in the face of orders from General Madani himself, as well as the regular chain of command. Are you comfortable with that?"

"Sir, I am not comfortable with that, but I cannot pass up the opportunity to fight with you or the other Generals. My platoon is yours."

"Do the rest of you share that feeling?" Fred asked the platoon.

"Yes, sir!" The response was heartwarming. Linda felt a little better about this slapped-together op.

"Then I'm sorry to inform you that you are having comm troubles," Fred said. "We can't seem to raise Command on the channel, and don't have time to fix this problem."

"It's regrettable, sir," Don said.

"Get your platoon mounted up, we needed to leave ten seconds ago."

The Spartans moved like someone dunked ice water down their skivvies. In seconds, Warthogs were pulled up and loaded with personnel and weapons."

"Wait for me!"

Linda, settling into the front seat of a Warthog, turned around. Mary was running towards them full tilt, data pad still clutched in her arms.

"You better get a gun, Spartan. The Covenant can't be lectured to death," she said.

"I-I have my sidearm," Mary said.

"Someone, get her a rifle." The sentence barely left her mouth when someone shoved a hardlight rifle into Mary's arms.

"General Madani is going to send me to the brig for this," she muttered as she climbed aboard.

"We'll keep you company," Linda said. The Warthog's engine roared and they sped off.

"They'll never jail you," Mary said. "Court martial, yes, but they would never throw you in jail."

"We're a team now, Mary. And we look out for our team," Linda said.

It was hard to tell with the mirrored visor, but Linda knew Mary was staring at her. She wished she knew what she was thinking, or feeling. A sharp turn upset her center of gravity, and she held onto the side of the Warthog, breaking her hard look.

"I never thought I'd be doing this again," she said.

"It's like riding a bike; you never forget."

"No, no, I know I can fight, but fight with you? Fight at all? That's not supposed to be in the cards for soon-to-be BCD fuck-ups like me."

"They served you a Bad Conduct Discharge?" Linda asked.

"No, not yet. But they should have."

"Spartan discharges are different than UNSC discharges," Tracy said. "Because even a highly injured Spartan still has military value, they treat discharges differently. Currently, there have only ever been twenty-five full discharges."

"I should have been the twenty-sixth. But they made me an aide instead."

"What's so hard about discharges? If they discharge you, would you become a civilian?"

"Civilians tolerate us as best they can, but we've never really been popular with them. We make up a sizable portion of the work force, and even some sports and entertainment groups, but we're always in a different level of categorization."

"With rotations, jobs need to be held while the Spartan is on duty. In sports, Spartan records are kept different from civilian records," Tracy said.

"We're tolerated, nothing more, nothing less."

"Sounds harsh."

"Mary is being hard on herself again," Tracy said. "There are a few Spartan-civilian partnerships in—"

"Tracy!" Linda was taken aback by that outburst; Mary never seemed to raise her voice.

"Strike a chord?" She asked.

Mary seemed to try and fold in on herself. "I…had a civilian partner for a while."

"That's good, right?"

"He…was my drinking buddy."

"And?"

Mary didn't elaborate.

"I'm sorry if I pushed on that."

"Thank you, sir."

"Comm check!"

Linda was pulled back into the action. She checked her suit and calibrated the comm channel. She flashed the all-good signal.

_Stay sharp, Spartans,_ Fred said._ Covenant forces seem to be here for something. Could be to establish a firebase, could be a scorched earth op, it could be to set up supply lines. Sadly, they will note be completing their goals. Stay frosty, and take out—_

The comm channel in Linda's helmet was suddenly turned over to Madani's frequency.

_General Fredrick! What the hell do you think you are doing?!_

_Sorry, sir?_ Fred said.

_You disobeyed a direct order, dammit! What are—_

_Sir? You're breaking up, I'm getting static on the line._

_Goddammit, this line is good! Don't you dare shut it down!_

_I can't hear you, sir, but we're heading to the front to lead some troops. We'll give you an update every hour._

Linda could almost hear Kelly laughing as Fred killed the comm channel.

_Contact! Nation forces at 11 o'clock_! Someone yelled.

_Get ready, Spartans. We're taking this land back._

She leaned out of the Warthog and scanned the area. Sure enough, there was a squad of jackals hiding on the second floor of a Sangheili building. Linda pulled up her rifle and put four of them down.

_That looks like a good spot, I'm taking the high ground there,_ she said.

_Understood._

She turned to Mary.

_You'll do good. I know you can._

Then she jumped out, rolling on the ground to bleed off the speed before she tore anything, and popped to her feet. The building was good, but not great. It would serve as a good starting point for her work.

* * *

><p>Everything was just so <em>sharp<em>. The light blinded her, the sound deafened her, the ground was breaking her feet, her heart labored in her chest, even the air seemed heavier to her. Roma did her best to not gasp in pain/discomfort, but everything she did seemed to push her over the edge. If this was the feeling of withdraw, she wished for it to stop.

_How are you doing?_ Marcel asked her on their private comm channel.

_Wish I could say I was good. _She turned down the volume on the channel; Marcel almost blasted her ears out, and he wasn't even talking loud_. At least the artillery isn't as heavy._

_It could be the counter-attack that platoon Golf is running. They've already knocked out three groups of artillery Wraiths._

Roma was glad they were still on FOB restoration duty; a firefight now would probably kill her. She put the finishing touch on the quick-dry concrete section she was working on. Now the base only looked terrible.

_Finished reinforcing the concrete. What's next on the list?_

_We already got the forward gun emplacements, so work on the barbed wire and mines. _

_Any word on the battalion? _

_They're still stuck at the outpost._

That was unreal. Ted ran off five hours ago; he should have been steamrolled in less than an hour. Whatever he was doing, it was buying them more time than they ever expected to get.

_He's doing good, _Roma said.

_He is supposed to be the first hyper-lethal Spartan V, so at least he's living up to that expectation, _Marcel said_. Either way, this is good news for us._

Her stomach heaved, and she nearly doubled over. She couldn't remove her helmet in the middle of a combat zone, so she puked in her helmet.

_Roma, are you okay? _Marcel's voice was finally muffled, but it didn't help that it was muffled because her vomit clogged the speakers. Roma kept to her feet, heaving again. Her suit recognized her nausea and opened a few vents, allowing the stuff to leak out of her helmet. Roma gasped and turned her air conditioning to max to dry out the vomit. Once they were safer, she would clean her helmet out.

_No, I'm not okay, _she coughed. _But I'll be better._

_Make that your top priority. I need my right hand at her best._

_Understood, sir_. She was glad Marcel cared for her. She couldn't ask for a better partner.

* * *

><p><em>We need to talk about this, <em>Anna said.

_Can we not talk about this now? _Cameron asked, laying down suppressive fire.

_No, we _need_ to talk about this._

_What is there to talk about?_

_How about your little self-imposed suicide mission? _A grenade blew a cadre of grunts up, sparking their methane tanks and creating secondary explosions_. There's always that._

_Anna, please._

_Please what? Let you go running off again with a death wish? What has gotten into you? I risked my life just to get you to slow down for a little._

_You didn't need to do that._

_Yes I fucking did. We're partners, Cameron. That means we tell each other things._

Cameron didn't respond, instead focusing on reloading. She was getting slow, not from exhaustion or even pain, it was just too hard to keep going and moving.

_You've been moody since we were woken up,_ Anna said. _Why? Are you feeling depressed again?_

Cameron wanted to say something, but couldn't make herself say anything.

_It is, isn't it? Why? You were so much better before we went into suspended animation. What happened?_

_I…_Cameron paused. _I just…I was just expecting never to wake up again._

_Never?_

_Never._ An elite roared and charged them. Moving on pure muscle memory, Cameron put it down with a headshot._ It would have been better._

_Why? Talk to me, Cameron. I want to know what's going on with you._

A grenade blew up, throwing Cameron to the ground and taking out a layer of shields. Anna pulled her to her feet.

_Thank you,_ she muttered. _I'm just tired. All the missions were too much. And everyone always looks to me, like I have the answer to all of our problems. And then people die. They always die._

_I haven't died because of you._

_Bridget did._

Anna paused. The Covenant were running, trying to get out of the base. The marines that had joined them cheered and pushed to rout them.

_You can't keep blaming yourself for that,_ she finally said. _Bridget made the choice to save you, that's not your fault._

_I put us in that situation,_ Cameron said. _Isn't that the same thing?_

_No, it isn't. And do you really want her sacrifice to be in vain? That's all we can do, keep moving forward and not let those sacrifices be in vain._

_You sound like Lucy._

_You're not the only one Lucy helped, remember?_

Cameron nodded.

_That's why we need to help each other, so we can overcome our struggles. I'm your partner, Cameron. I'm here for you._

_Good work, Spartans._ Their private comm channel was overridden by a higher command. Both Spartans turned to the major who had taken command. And he was a real major, not a frozen Spartan with an honorary rank.

"Sir," both said, saluting.

"Not bad for disobeying orders," he said, returning the salute. "What possessed you to re-take this facility?"

"Nothing, sir," Cameron said. "I just thought that they could use our help."

"'Use our help?' Have you been on the command channel?"

"I'm sorry, sir, but I was a little preoccupied with the Covenant to update myself."

"I can see that. The Nations have been targeting space ports all over the planet," the major said. "Large, small, civilian, military, they've all been hit by at least orbital bombardments. The UNSC has lost a huge stockpile of fuel and reactor materials, at least the ones that are readily available to them."

"Sir, does command have an idea for what they're planning?" Anna asked.

"Not much of one. The only pattern they could pull out of this Charlie Foxtrot are the attacks on space ports. They've hit cities, country sides, even a tiny island in the Pacific. Completely took it over and established a base there, right out in the middle of nowhere. Command thinks they want to bring this to a ground game as soon as possible, the way they've been gambling and losing ships of their own."

"Are we stuck on Earth, sir?" Cameron asked.

"For the time. Command has already sent a report to our reserve fleet, but we have no idea if they'll respond to us. Word from the Ark and Shangheilos is about the same; doesn't matter what they do, they aim for space ports. This is one of the few space ports we were able to save, all thanks to you."

"I hope they bring this to a ground game," Cameron said, "because at the rate we're going, we won't have a way to get off-planet."

* * *

><p>"You'll do fine," Tracy said.<p>

"Sure," Mary said. She gripped her rifle harder. It felt like every shred of her being was being pulled apart from stress. She needed a drink. Instead, she swallowed her spit.

She ducked behind the C-pillar of the Warthog as a group of Nation jackals opened fire on them. Mary leaned out and was one of the many Spartans to gun them down. The Warthog kept moving, never stopping for the seven jackals they just killed.

"I'm picking up a rogue Sangheili SOS," Tracy said.

"Boost it," Mary said. "Where is it coming from?"

"A small military outpost."

Mary switched to the comm channel.

_Sir, I'm getting a signal from a Sangheili soldier,_ she said. _It's an SOS._

_Put it up on the map, Corporal. That's where we're heading._

_Yes, sir._

She just added it to the platoon's shared network when the Warthog changed directions, heading to the building. More Nation forces were patrolling the area, and opened fire.

_Get out, we're hoofing it, _Fred snapped._ Drivers, do some light scouting. Get to the building, set up a perimeter. _

_Yes, sir._

Everyone had a fire team, a group of people to belong to, but Mary didn't. She ran towards Fred and Naomi. She saw Kelly dart ahead, just behind the Warthogs.

_Where is Kelly going? _She asked.

_Doing what she does best,_ Fred said._ Initial recon work and drawing fire._

_She's drawing fire?_ Mary gasped.

_She was always the rabbit, _Naomi said. Plasma flew overhead, and the two generals moved to return fire, but it was for nothing. Two staccato cracks and the grunts that were shooting at them were dead.

_Was that General Linda?_

_Who else could it be? _Fred said.

The generals were fighting. Madani was clear that that wasn't supposed to happen, it was her job to make sure of it, to do everything so that it wouldn't happen. And here she was, fucking up again. She wanted a drink.

"Mary, it will be okay," Tracy said to her inside her helmet.

"No, it won't. This wasn't supposed to happen, I was supposed to stop it from happening."

"They're Spartans; was a Spartan ever supposed to turn down a fight?"

"If we're ordered to!"

The building Tracy found was a hotbed of Nations activity. It was three stories of grunts and jackals firing from the windows, with the occasional Sanghaili barking orders. Mary put herself between the building and Fred as he found cover across the street.

_Covering fire,_ he barked. _We're taking the building._

Mary obliged, emptying the clip of her hardlight rifle into the second floor. One grunt was in the wrong spot at the wrong time and was killed, but the others just ducked, which was exactly what was supposed to happen.

Kelly ran in. It hardly seemed like she was running; it was like she was flying low to the ground.

_Cover the general!_ Mary screamed, and a fire team ran in to follow them. Fred and Naomi were hot on their heels, and Mary cursed. She told herself that she wasn't going to be screwing up again, and look how long that promise lasted. It was like screwing up was the only thing she was good at. She picked herself up and ran, trailing Fred.

The inside of the building was an open atrium. Dead Sangheili were piled in a corner, haphazardly thrown to the side. Blood was everywhere, but the Covenant didn't seem to mind. Two red armored Sangheili were trying to shoot Kelly, but she was a blur of motion, darting in close and pulling out a knife.

The Sangheili tried to fight back, lashing out with their aged plasma rifles, but Kelly flowed around the strikes like water, breaking joints and sinking her knife into flesh. The Sangheili screamed, and she finished them.

_Enjoying yourself?_ Fred asked.

_Just getting the kinks out._

Mary ran to the nearest stairs, determined to be the first one up the stairs, just in case the Covenant got smart and threw a grenade down as they advanced up. Her heart pounded as she made it to the second level, and ten grunts jumped as she popped out from the stairwell.

She had only gotten a two-second burst off when the grunt nearest to the window exploded, taking out four of his friends. It was hard to hear, and Mary almost missed it, but she was able to hear the crack of a sniper rifle before the grunt's grenade exploded.

_Be advised, I'm picking up contact all over the upper levels,_ Linda said._ I'll keep an eye out for you._

_General Linda, I'm supposed to be the one protecting you, _Mary protested. _Let me do my job. _

_Negative, I'm neutralizing combatants._ More shots rang out, and the dull thump of a secondary explosion rattled the ceiling.

_This is getting out of hand,_ Mary thought as she moved through the building. The third floor only had a jackal and a grunt left; everyone else was dead. Mary finished off the grunt, but the jackal was able to bring its shield to bear. Her hardlight rounds bounced off the shield.

The wall exploded and the jackal fell down with its head blown off.

_This Promethean Vision thing is nifty,_ Linda chuckled.

_I'm glad one of us is enjoying this, _Mary said, checking the room. It was obvious that it was the command room; computers and holographic displays lined the walls, and only a few of them were not destroyed.

"Unload me there," Tracy said. Mary pulled the AI's chip from her helmet and inserted it into the nearest terminal. Tracy's bookshelf avatar appeared in midair.

"Scanning," she said. "It looks like all friendly Sangheili forces were slaughtered; the SOS was their last stand. The Nations was trying to access the files here."

"What files?"

"They're encrypted. Wait one while I run a decryption algorithm." Books floated off Tracy's shelf avatar in a perpetual mode of reorganization. "Done. It appears this terminal holds refueling records for a small portion of the Sangheili fleet."

"How small?"

"Only half a dozen ships. They're civilian repair ships, too. Nothing of military value."

"Were they targeting those ships?"

"It's hard to say. They were unable to access the data, although they copied it and uploaded it to their network. Then again, the encrypted file was one of many that were uploaded. This could have been an intel gathering mission."

"In the middle of an invasion?"

"They might be using the attacking forces to mask their special operations group." Mary turned around. Fred, Kelly and Naomi had entered the floor, along with a small fire team that was acting as their bodyguards.

"Is that what you think, sir?"

"It certainly fits their M.O.," Naomi said. "It's a Kansas City Shuffle."

"A…what?"

"Sorry, old ONI figure of speech," she said. "Kansas City Shuffle: everyone looks left, and you go right."

"You're suggesting this entire invasion was a cover for a special operations task force," Tracy said.

"Well, it sure looks that way. Take a look at their armor. That's Zealot-pattern armor. Haven't seen armor that fancy since…" Naomi drifted off, as if she was trying to figure out how much to give away. "Well, it's been a while."

"Maybe it was a dual-purpose invasion. Invade and get an idea of what you're up against," Kelly said.

"While your invading?" Fred said.

"Crazier things have happened."

Thrusters kicked up the air outside. Mary looked out the window and saw a drop ship landing. Spartans piled out of the ship, and her HUD picked out General Madani from among the soldiers.

"Uh, generals, General Madani is here," she stammered.

"I'll go out and deal with him," Fred said.

"Sir, are you sure?"

"Very. It's been a while since I've been chewed out, but I can take this."

Fred left the room, with Kelly and Naomi following him.

"Do you thing General Naomi is right?" Mary asked Tracy.

"I hope she is not," the AI responded. "If she is, than this is more than just a simple invasion. And with one-fourth of the fleet holding out in reserves, our ability to counter this attack is very limited."


	8. Chapter 8

_Are you feeling better? _Marcel asked.

_A little, _Roma said. She was no longer dry-heaving and things had gotten duller, which made her feel leagues better than before. Five more hours of the withdraw-like feelings and she had gotten her legs back and she was even able to clean her helmet.

_That's good. If there are still Nation forces alive, I don't want you to be sick to your stomach._

Roma didn't mention that the Warthog ride to the UNSC outpost was making her nauseous. She forced herself to be better. She was OMAC, dammit; the best of the best. A little light jostling wouldn't kill her.

"Sir, we're here," the driver said.

Anyone could see from the carnage that a massive battle had taken place. There were burned out ghosts, wraiths, even a crashed phantom, that were strewn about the battlefield. The pre-fabricated UNSC buildings that served as the outpost were nearly reduced to rubble, and bodies were just everywhere. Most had plasma burns on them, but every so often Roma would find one riddled with good old-fashioned bullets, and most had some kind of slashing or stab wound. How could Ted stay alive and fighting for ten hours?

_Ted, sound off, _Marcel said on the OMAC wide spectrum. _Are you still alive?_

There was no reply.

"Everyone out," Marcel said, jumping out of the Warthog. "Form up. Be ready to face resistance."

"Hey, over here!"

The voice echoed from further down the post, but once they turned down the main 'street' of the outpost, Roma could see Ted sitting by a fire, his helmet off and hand waving in big, cheerful swoops.

"Sorry, took my helmet off, didn't get your message."

"Put your helmet back on, Spartan," Marcel snapped. "We're in a combat zone!"

"A combat zone without any enemies?" Ted said. "That's a new one."

"What are you doing?"

"Eating, sir." Ted gestured to the fire. As they walked closer, Roma realized that he had a spit on the fire, and a hunk of meat cooking from it.

"Put that fire out, Spartan, we don't loot."

"What, this?" Ted asked, pointing to the meat. "I didn't loot it, sir."

"Where did you get that from then? Did you trade magic beans for it?"

"No sir, I paid the iron price for it."

"I'm sorry?"

"Never mind, it's just the spoils of war," Ted sighed.

"If I find out that that hunk of meat was looted from a store, I'll court marital you," Marcel said.

"Hey, I've been killing five-hundred some-odd Covvies for over ten hours. I got hungry."

Marcel and the OMAC squad looked around the small outpost. Bodies were stacked up by the road, crusted blood was tricking to the gutters by the gallon, and the burned-out remains of vehicles clogged the streets that weren't stuffed with bodies. Roma realized she was gasping for breath. There was just so much _stuff_ here. Her heart was pounding. Everything seemed sharp again, but this time, it didn't hurt her, or make her feel nauseous. It was…it was making her body shake and tremble, it put her on edge. She never felt this way before. Was it because of withdraw?

"Good work, Spartan," Marcel finally said.

Ted tore a chunk of meat off the bone.

"Thank you, sir," he said through his bites. "Glad to be back in the saddle and out on the front."

"I'll put you up for promotion after this. I don't think that a dozen of my men could have done this."

"None of your men like their job like I like mine," he said with a grin. "Want a bite?"

"No, thank you," Marcel said.

"Anyone?" Ted said, offering the meat to the squad.

"Sure," one Spartan, William said. He pulled off his helmet and took the bone from Ted. "This has some heft to it."

"Yea, it's a little gamy," Ted said. "I wish I had some spices for it, but it's still good."

William tried to bite a chunk off, but the meat slipped from his teeth.

"You really got to work this," he said, taking another bite. He labored with his chewing, swallowing early. "Gah, that's really tough."

"Eating is half the battle," Ted grinned. Grease and blood ran from his mouth and chin, and a few bits of meat were stuck between his teeth. "Makes it that much sweeter."

"Sweet? This is like chewing leather."

"But it's tasty leather!"

Roma realized she was breathing harder.

"Sir? Captain Marcel?"

The scent of the meat had wafted through her suit's air filters. It was a deep, rich smell that still had the scent of blood on it. Something about it tickled her memory. Where had she smelt that blood smell before? Her stomach stopped heaving, and she was actually getting a little hungry, despite the MRE she had before riding out.

"Captain Marcel, you need to see this."

"What is it?"

Roma followed Marcel's gaze. By the side of the road was a Brute, a Jiralhanae, lying dead like so many others. But this one was butchered; cleanly, too. Nothing random about the wounds, every violent gash served a purpose. It's chest was torn apart with what looked like a knife, a section of its ribs missing along with its upper leg. Organs spilled out of the cavity, and it seemed that a few were missing. The lower leg and foot were lying beside it, and skin and fur were thrown carelessly away. But the skin…the skin had been peeled off with obvious care. Not a chunk of skin was punctured, it was all left in one piece. Stripped perfectly clean, and not a piece of meat was left on it.

And the Jiralhanae was lying behind Ted, not five feet from him. Blood ran toward him and the fire.

"What are you eating?" Marcel asked, with fear, actual fear, in his voice.

"I told you, the spoils of war," Ted said, taking another bite of the meat. "I paid the iron price for it, so I get to enjoy it."

"What the fuck are you eating?" Marcel demanded. William saw the butchered brute and his eyes widened in shock.

"Brute, sir," Ted said. "Do I really have to spell it out for you?"

"Drop it!" Marcel screamed, bringing his rifle to bear. The rest of the squad followed his example. All except for William, who staggered off, vomiting, and Roma, who was dumbstruck. She stared at Ted, who was calmly sitting by the fire, chewing away. The scent made sense now. It was the blood of brutes, she had smelt it during her many years on rotation.

"But it's mine," Ted said. "I worked for it and everything."

"Drop it, you fucking cannibal!"

William continued to vomit. Roma continued to stare, eyes wide and breath deep and slow, taking everything in.

"For Christ's sake, it's not cannibalism if you're not the same species," Ted groaned. "I told Fred that almost two-hundred years ago."

"What?"

"Did you know I was the first one to capture a Covvie ship?" Ted said. He cracked the bone open and sucked the marrow out. "Took me two weeks to get back. Didn't have anything to eat, so I had to make due with grunts and a few elites."

William kept vomiting.

"Might want to get some water into him," Ted said, pointing to William with the fractured bone. "Come on, what's the big deal? Meat is meat, and a man's gotta eat."

"I said, drop the…brute," Marcel snarled. "Drop it and get on your knees."

"I'm not partner. Isn't that Roma's job?"

"I said get on the ground!"

"And what, you'll arrest me?"

"I'll ship your ass off this planet and back to Sparta to stand trial."

"In the middle of the war?" Ted laughed. "When our supply lines still have been torn to shreds? When we're losing ships left and right and can't spare anything for anyone? Please, don't make me laugh."

"You're out of your fucking mind. You're not fit for duty."

"Hey, I just fought for ten hours, killed five-hundred Covvies _and_ their armored column. I think that's a pretty good indication that I can work. Besides, who else do you know can do what I just did? You need me."

Ted took another bite of brute, challenging Marcel's authority.

"Just send me out on the next one-way trip you got," he said. "Then pray to whatever god you believe in that I don't come back. That's what Fred did. Didn't really work out for him, but then again, your chances seem better here."

Marcel ground his teeth.

"Get him some water," he said, nodding towards William. "Roma, watch him. I need to make sure he doesn't try to eat anyone else. OMAC, move out. We got a counter-op to run."

The squad filed away, giving Ted a big berth. Roma stayed back, rooted on the spot. She didn't think she could move if she wanted to. Ted watched them go, then turned to Roma.

"You seem…different."

Roma dry swallowed.

"I lost my meds in an explosion."

"Awww, that's a _shame_," Ted grinned. It seemed that he had too many teeth in his skull; big, pearly-white yet bloodstained teeth that were spilling out of his head. Roma realized she couldn't take her eyes off him and his teeth. "You liking it yet?"

Roma shook her head.

"I'm sure it'll grow on you," he chuckled. He stuck out the piece of brute, dangling it out in front of Roma. "Want some?"

The meat dripped blood, grease and juices, creating multi-colored puddles on the ground. Roma's breath came in deep, heavy gasps.

"Come on, I'm sure you'll like it," he sang.

Roma took the meat, grabbing it by the bone, her gauntlet touching Ted's as he took it. Her hands shook as she pulled off her helmet. The meat smelled stronger with her helmet off, a deep, nearly burned smell. She couldn't stop herself, it was like something was moving her body. Not that she tried to fight it. She took a full bite, struggling to tear off the meat. She shook her head, finally tearing her piece off.

It was crisp, nearly burned on the outside, but still meaty and raw on the inside. Blood and grease filled her mouth, giving the tough meat the texture and flavor of…Roma didn't know what it tasted like. It had more of a flavor than any MRE had, more smell than the newest gun smell or sweat-stained gel layer could ever have, more of anything than she had every experienced in her life. It was _sharp_. Just _sharp_.

She chewed and chewed, breaking down the brute's meat. Ted watched, grinning. Finally, she swallowed.

"Like it?"

Roma found herself nodding 'yes.'

"Stick around, there's more where that came from," Ted smiled. He grabbed his helmet; he had carved a giant grin on it, so his helmeted head still had a crazy smile. "Come on, let's go."

Roma followed.

* * *

><p>"—risk <em>everyone<em> in your command!"

Mary walked out of the partially destroyed building. There were Sangheili forces securing the landing zone along with Spartan forces. It was nice to see their allies working with them for once, but Mary knew forces were stretched beyond their breaking point. Of course, standing in the middle of the impromptu landing zone, making themselves a target to snipers everywhere, was General Madani, chewing out General Fred.

She wanted to stand by Fred, just to make an effort to save his life should a sniper be in the right place at the right time, but with Madani's bodyguards standing back, she knew that no one was to approach him.

"And this is what you have to show for it?" Madani demanded. "A small, out-of-the-way comm center that has no viable intel?!"

"Sir, we stopped what we believe to be a Zealot-class group from attaining intel," Fred crisply replied. "While we do not know the value of such intel, we denied it to the enemy—"

"Not fucking good enough! I had to pull medical ships from their rotation to secure this site!"

"Sir, we thank you for the support, but we can take care of ourselves, sir."

Madani stared at Fred. Mary could imagine that he was thinking up a particularly creative way to chew him out, but she saw her chance.

"Sir, it's my fault," she said, jumping into the momentary lull and stepping up to the two. "I should have reported their activity to you first. I accept full responsibility."

"Noted," Madani snapped. "That was your only strike, Corporal. Surrender your weapons and report to the MPs, you're being arrested."

"Sir, for what reason is our aide being arrested?" Fred demanded.

"She's on a short leash, _honorary general_. I don't know what military you grew up in, but we take infractions of duty very seriously."

So this was it; she was finally being discharged. Mary was already handing her weapons over to Madani's guard when Fred stopped her.

"Corporal Mary has been a great help to me and the other generals," Fred said. "I would like her to continue to be our aide."

"I don't know if you realize this, but it was her job to make sure you didn't run off and get yourself killed," Madani said. "She's failed that, and she was already on her last leg."

"So you plan to throw her in the brig? In the middle of an invasion?"

"If we can't keep order in the ranks, we stand to lose everything."

"Mary, belay that order."

Every Spartan turned to face them. Mary's heart raced.

"W-what?" She said.

"We need you here, not in the brig," Fred said. "There's still work to do."

"Corporal, do I need to remind you that an honorary rank holds no value in the chain of command?" Madani said. He was still glaring at Fred.

"No, sir, you don't," she stammered. "General Fred, I'm sorry ,but I have my orders."

She handed her rifle over to the nearest guard, and pulled Tracy's chip from her helmet, handing it off as well. Tracy's hologram flickered to life.

"It's been an honor to serve with you," the AI said.

"I wish I could say the same to you," she replied. The guard led her to the drop ship. She looked back as she was being led into the ship. Fred, Kelly, Naomi were saluting. Linda hadn't made it back in time to see her off.

Why? Why were they saluting? She was a fuck up, an alcoholic. She didn't deserve to even be near the generals, let alone be their aide. There were so many others who were more fitting than her.

"Hands up," the guard said as she took her seat.

Mary knew the drill. She held her hands up, and a thick set of handcuffs clicked into place. She leaned her head forward and a chip was inserted into her helmet. The neural interface chip locked her armor, and some of her body, in place. If she concentrated enough, she could shift her weight, but the neural lock killed most of her control. She was locked up tight, with nothing to do but think about her future as a discharge and tell herself that she wouldn't fall back into old, bad habits. But once and addict, always an addict. She tried not to cry.

Boots rang out on the floor; Madani was walking back onto the ship.

"Take off, we've wasted enough time," he said. The ship floated up in response. "What were they thinking…?"

Mary's stomach spun as the ship flew. It was different, being in lock up while on the ship. She couldn't subtly sway with the motion, or against it. She was completely at its mercy.

"Corporal, do you have any idea?"

"What?" The neural lock only partially killed her speech; it was like talking with a mouth full of Novocain.

"You were with them; why do you think they would risk themselves for so little? They could have scrounged up a team of volunteers to take this mission, why go themselves?" He asked.

"Sir, this soldier wonders why you would ask for her opinion, sir."

"Because I have no idea myself," he said. "None what-so-ever. I'm grasping at straws."

"Sir, this soldier has no opinion, sir."

"That's what I thought," Madani sighed. "No one seems to understand them. Maybe they've been on ice too long, or are stuck in the old ways."

"Sir, can this soldier ask a question?"

"Granted."

"What will you do to the generals?" Try as she might, she bit her tongue.

"I'm putting a full security team on them so they can't pull this again," Madani said. "A team that would actually do their duty. I should have done this the first time."

"Sir, this soldier agrees with you, sir."

"Don't think ass-kissing can make up for your record, Spartan."

"Sir, this soldier wouldn't think of it, sir."

"And drop the 'this soldier' stuff. You won't be one of us for very long."

"Yes, sir."

The ship flew through the air. Mary could hear the occasional explosion echoing across the plane. It was strange; she had spent so long worrying about her inevitable screw up, and now that it was here, she felt relief. There wouldn't be any more nights of her staying up, double-checking each report, polishing her armor or weapons to a shine, no caffeine pills to keep her alert, an no more worrying. She was done, her military career, and the stress, were over.

Once the battle, and the war, were over, all that was left for her was a quiet dishonorable discharge, then being sent out into civilian life, for whoever would take her. She knew better to think that she could get a regular job with the civvies, it would be a tiny hole where her fuck ups couldn't possibly hurt anyone more. Maybe she could find a farm to work on, or a shop could take her in.

She was crying, but she was happy, too. Maybe she would have a drink when she got out. Yea, why not? She'd already hit rock bottom; how could she fall even more?


	9. Chapter 9

"Our enemies appear to be even craftier than we thought," Salvis said, hovering in front of the holographic tank that showed all of their troop movement, its red eye pulsating as it assimilated the new data.

Truth floated behind him in his ancient gravity throne, following along in the reports.

"Oh, holy relic, what is your suggestion?" He asked.

"Hmm. They hide their purse strings very well," Salvis said, full of grudging respect.

"They do, but they are still doomed to fail," Ful said. Truth's blood boiled as he saw the hulking Sangheili standing near the holy relic. He should be the only one worthy of the relic's attention, him and him alone. He forced calmness on himself even as his hands gripped the chair's arms tighter. "See? We have cut their wings off, they can no longer fly."

"That is correct," Salvis admitted. "They have not charged in, though, willing to spend willy-nilly. But they are still at our mercy, we just need to wear them down before closing the sale."

"With the Great Journey so close?" Truth blurted out. The small, floating AI spun towards him with terrifying ease, its red eye on full-blast. Truth somehow held his ground; their time was now, and he wasn't going to be cowed along. "We cannot delay the Great Journey, not when we're this close. We need to attack the Ark, and we need to do it now. Their losses are not as great as we expected, yes, but they are still within tolerable ranges. We need to move before they get a chance to turn the tables on us."

Salvis, nearly searing Truth's skin from his body with that blood red light, paused, then backed off.

"I can see your reasoning," he finally said. "We have already posted a remarkable profitable quarter, any more and we might be getting greedy. And when the associate gets greedy, the customer can sense it as clearly as a bad sale."

"Yes, holy Salvis, that is what I speak of," Truth said, moving forward. "We must strike now, when time is still on our side."

"Sacred relic, the prophet speaks true," Ful said. Truth was shocked; he was sure the Sangheili hated him as much as he hated back, but Truth needed his vote now more than ever. "We risk them securing supply lines, solidifying communications, and finding our attack patterns. They are stuck on their planets, meaning we need to make our move, as we planned."

"Because if we don't, the Flood will return, and there go all of our profits," Salvis said. It sighed, and its red eye turned to a near pink. "Very well. I have been too greedy; this sale has prospered much, and we are already in the black. So, my general manager, make the call. Any troops that can pull out will pull out and travel to the Ark. Those that can't, tell them to die well. We must activate the contingency plan to eradicate the Flood."

"And our spots among the gods is assured," Truth smiled.

"Yes, yes, yes, can't forget that," the AI said, floating away.

* * *

><p>Brutes. They were brutes. She had heard them roar before, heard the hiss of their spike-launching guns or the hellish pound of their hammers. But this…this was different.<p>

It wasn't the brutes that were different to Roma, _everything_ was different. The sharpness was back, and it was glorious! How could it have made her sick before? Was it because her medication kept everything dull? Was she used to the dull?

Light shone bright, each particle lancing through her eyes, carrying more color and definition than she ever knew existed. The sounds shook her blood and bones, and the smell of the burning bodies, human and Sangheili, made her stomach flip in the most pleasant of ways.

A brute roared and charged at her, swinging the bladed spiker towards her head. Roma twisted to the side and almost laughed as the blade harmlessly whistled past her, right before she brought her fist up, crushing the oversized jaw and turning it to powder. The jolt sent waves through her body, waves that seemed to speak to her. She didn't know what they were saying, but she wanted to listen and learn their language.

The brute reeled back and Roma fired her DMR one-handedly, the hardlight shots punching through the cheap metal plate that served as armor. It was nothing more than a warm body to put between her and the next brute and waste her ammo, but Roma didn't care. Light bloomed and sang as she shot the brute, and she was moving to the next threat.

Around her, the OMAC squad was pushing deeper and deeper into the wave of Covenant Nation cannon fodder. Shields flickered, both the occasional old energy shield and new hardlight shields, as they pushed deeper and deeper into the hostile FOB.

_Form up, _Marcel barked, slapping a fresh battery into his rifle. _We need to get into the base with this push._

She was at his side, gunning wildly. There was just so much to do! Her heart slammed in her chest, not from exertion, but from excitement. She never felt fear before, but she had never had fun before, either. The sharpness made her feel pleasure for what had to be the first time.

_Roma, take it easy, _Marcel said. _You're advancing too far._

She realized that she was almost as advanced as Ted was; he was a steamroller, pushing up forward with so much ease it was like it was a leisurely stroll for him. And he was _laughing_. He had an open comm channel all to himself, and the last time Roma checked it, he was hooting and hollering, losing his voice from his cheers.

And the carnage he was causing…Roma had never seen anything like it, and she knew no one else in the One Man Army Corp. had seen anything like it, either. They gave him room to advance not only because it was their orders, but simply because they had to be in scared of Ted, or in awe. How else could Roma describe it? As soon as an enemy got within arm's reach of him, it was like they would split open in a visceral parody of a pop-up book.

A fresh wave of brutes, real soldiers with real weapons and not just wasted hand-me-downs, charged them. At the head, a chieftain.

_Chieftain! Take it out!_

Roma was one of the many soldiers to shoot at the hammer wielding brute. They kept firing even as Ted raced forward, shields finally popping off from all of the combined fire he was taking. The chieftain roared and moved to finish him off, but Ted's hand seemed to brush the chieftain's arm, and it violently shattered. Then suddenly Ted had the gravity hammer, and the brutes were just swept away like broken dolls. The base was theirs, with only a few surviving enemies left.

Ted continued his terrible advance, crushing and splitting anyone who was in his way. Roma was so busy watching Ted, she missed the blur of motion on her left side.

_Suicide grunt!_

She turned just in time to see the grunt running full-bore at her, two primed grenades ready. She was able to leap out of the blast radius just as it triggered the grenades, kicking her back into a crate like she had decided to wrestle a Warthog. The force cracked her ribs, and pain blossomed.

Roma gasped and screamed. She writhed in pain and agony until she had to gasp for breath, then she screamed again. She had been hurt before, but this? This was like licking a battery, feeling the power flow through her body and turn her muscles against her. The pain made her skin prickle, her nerves dance and her whole body to spark with pleasure.

_Roma!_ Marcel was running to her side.

_I'm fine,_ she gasped, getting to her feet. She was still raw and reeling with pain, which made everything seem sharper and more focused. It made her eyes open wider, and her legs shake with anticipation of when the next blow might be struck.

But it was too late for that. The fighting was over, every Nation enemy had been killed.

_Secure those bunkers, _Marcel ordered. _Grab anything that's not bolted down that looks like it can hold enemy intel, then torch the rest. Get our wounded into the base, call for a medevac._

Spartans ran to bunkers, grabbing terminals and sheets of orders. Some were destroyed by the defeated enemy, but many still worked. Ted sighed, caught his breath and waited near the end of the base, leaning on the depleted gravity hammer.

He was supposed to die from this mission, but somehow, he didn't. They threw him into the meat grinder, the deepest, darkest briar patch they could find. But looking at him now, and how easy he had waded through all of the death and destruction that was thrown at him, and how easily he returned it, redoubled it, it was like this punishment was a game he made them play, and play it to his tune, that throwing him in the briar patch had only brought him home.

_Well now, _that_ was fun, _he said to Roma. _Don't you agree?_

Roma was too busy reloading and catching her breath to agree or disagree. Was this fun? Spartans weren't supposed to have fun, they were supposed to do their duty, but she never felt such a rush before. She wanted to feel it again, to feel the lick of pain across her body and for the sharpness to come back. Even now, it was fading fast, and the boring dull was returning.

_Got anything? _Marcel demanded. She had to put this feeling, this joy, behind her. She had work to do. She grudgingly joined Marcel at the center of the base. Her rank made her move when she wanted to stand and feel and hurt and gasp and kill.

_Troop movements from the looks of it, sir. They're local troops, but they're better than nothing._

_Good work, OMAC. Forward these to command_. Marcel picked up a data pad and skimmed it. _This looks like an escape order. Are they planning to leave?_

_This early in the war?_ Ted asked, moseying on over. Every Spartan immediately took two giant steps back. All but Roma. _Aw, but things are just starting to get interesting._

_Sir, I think your translation software is a bit off,_ one Spartan said. _I'm a linguist, and that word right there is actually a header. This is an evac order, yes, but they're heading for a different field of battle._

_A different field of battle? But they're not leaving. From the looks of things, they're only solidifying their hold on the Ark. What the hell is this order doing out here on the Ark?_

_I don't know, but this might be a broadcast to all Nation forces, not sent out individually. _

_That makes sense, these battles seem to be fought with cells,_ Marcel said. _Troop movement is too erratic for a general, this has to be from NCOs calling the shots._

_Orders?_ Roma asked, trying to keep her voice even.

_We wait for command's recommendations, _Marcel said. Roma's heart sank. _And while we do that, I saw another company a few clicks away. Ted, you blaze the trail. _

_You sure know how to show a guy a good time,_ Ted hissed. Roma couldn't help but smile with him.

* * *

><p>The neural chip was making things difficult and annoying, especially when she got an itch. Mary was locked up in the closest thing they could find to a brig on such short notice, the Sangheili equivalent to a hotel room. It was made for the larger aliens, with a bigger ceiling, bed and even a large desk. It even had a small mini-bar, making for her last great luxury. If only she wasn't paralyzed so she could take full advantage of it.<p>

Of course, she was still in her armor. While she could be hooked up to the neural lock without wearing her armor, it was doubly effective when she was in it. That way, the suit's servos could be locked along with her mobility being cut off. She might be a prisoner in a room, but her suit made her a true captive.

All things considered, Mary was feeling strangely fine. With her discharge assured, she was looking forward to trying to find a hole in the wall to hide herself, an unimportant job that could pay her meager bills, and drinking herself into oblivion. Maybe she could be a mover. That sounded unimportant and easy enough work.

The door to the room opened, and Mary tried to turn to see who it was. The neural lock only gave her enough mobility for a quarter turn, if that. She wasn't able to see who it was, but the person quickly came over to her.

"Come on, Spartan, get up," Linda said, setting her sniper rifle on the bed.

"General?" The neural chip was yanked from her suit, and suddenly she could move again. "What are you doing here? General Madani forbid you from doing anything."

"We believe that we can do more good than just stand around, look pretty and bark orders," Linda said. "Get up, we're on a tight schedule."

"How did you get in? Wait, why isn't your FoF tag working? It says you're some private, not an honorary general."

"We thought it would be best to pretend to be someone else," Tracy the AI said from Linda's suit. "We can't be arousing too much suspicion."

"Tracy?"

"In the flesh, so to speak."

"General, what's going on? What are you doing?"

"We're going on an intel gathering mission," Linda said. "You're coming with us."

"Me? Why me?"

"No one gets left behind, Spartan. Now hold still."

After having the neural lock plugged into her for so long, Mary was a little slow and sore. She tried to shrug off Linda's hand, but the general was able to slot Tracy into her suit. It felt like ice water was being poured down her underwear as the AI was slotted into place.

_Glad to see you missed me,_ Tracy said inside her head.

_This isn't supposed to be happening._

_I thought you'd be glad to have a second chance._

_Spartans don't get second chances, and if I had one, I pissed it away when I couldn't stop the generals._

_You're a ray of sunshine, _Tracy said. _Have faith in yourself. I do._

_But why?_

"Done," the AI said. Linda pulled the chip out and loaded the AI back into her own suit. "Welcome to your new life, Private Sammy."

"Private Sammy?"

"I've spoofed your friend or foe tag. Now when someone scans you, they'll get a fictitious name."

"What are you doing?"

"Getting you out of here," Linda said. "I thought that was obvious."

"B-but…"

"But what, Spartan?"

_But I'm a fuck-up. I'm a drunk, an alcoholic. Spartans have to be better than everyone else, we're supposed to be better than addictions. Better than being human. I should have washed out during augmentation. I'm a scrub, what the hell am I doing here? I don't belong here. Everyone says so. _

Linda put her hand on Mary's shoulder.

"I know this is a lot to take in," she said, "getting thrown in the brig and being told that you were going to be discharged; I'd be scared too, but we have work to do. Work only Spartans can do, and we need your help."

"My help?" Mary laughed.

"Fine, we could do it ourselves, but we want you with us."

"Why?"

"We don't leave our men and woman behind," Linda said. She tilted her head to the side. "Spartans don't leave their own behind, do they?"

"What? N-no! We fight to recover comrades."

"Then you have your answer. You're our comrade; you've been assigned to us, and we're coming back for you. Now get up, we need to pull this off as fast as we can."

"W-wouldn't general Kelly be better suited for this?"

"They're all under surveillance," Linda said. She pulled Mary to her feet and grabbed her rifle. "With me running off to provide long-range support and visually confirming enemy positions, they weren't able to put eyes on me. So I'm the one busting you lose."

"But you can't just rush out of here with me."

"We had some help from our Sangheili allies," Tracy said.

Linda went to the door of the room, bracing as if she was about to breech the hallway. Mary's suit pinged, informing her that someone was scanning the spectrum with Promethean vision.

"General, we can tell when someone is scanning for us," she said.

"I've tinkered with the output power," Tracy said. "It should be limited to a meter or so."

"It gives me an idea of what the Sangheili are doing," Linda said. "We're good. Let's go."

Linda pulled the door open and in a quiet blur of motion, pushed Mary out into the hallway. At the end, two Sangheili were talking to the Spartan MPs standing guard of the hallway. They seemed to be having a heated debate about something. Mary wanted to listen, but Linda was almost dragging her down the hallway.

"Why are the Sangheili helping you?"

"We told them that we were trying to rescue our honorable battle sister and we needed their help," Linda said. "They were more receptive to that proposal than for trying to bust a discharge out of lock-up."

"Just in time, too," Tracy said. "Our little division just ended."

Mary expected the MPs to yell at them, catch them, demand them to get on the ground, or even just shoot her; she was a discharge that was fleeing persecution. That never happened, never in the history of Sparta.

"What are we doing? Where are we going?"

"Those files that we found, we're trying to find who sent them," Linda said as they walked down the hall. They left the building, and were swallowed up by a sea of Spartans on active duty. Many were carrying weapons, going to or from battles and briefings, but others carried medical supplies and even data pads, all of the things needed to keep their massive war machine working. "We think that we could even find high ranking Covenant officials."

"How could you do that?" No one was shouting at them, or reporting them. Was the spoofed FoF tag holding up that well? She wanted, no, needed a drink. This was all too much.

"In the past, Zealot teams nearly always answered to field marshals, or even Prophets," Linda said. "We have a few reports that give us their approximate area of operations, so we're going in to find them."

"S-shouldn't you have told Madani that?"

"We did," Linda said. Bitterness crept into her voice. "He said he'd send an OMAC team once one cleared up."

"The Generals don't have a very high opinion of General Madani," Tracy said.

"I respect the man and I respect the rank, but in my humble experience, how could he be holding all of our forces in a defensive posture? We need to be countering, not holding ground."

"This isn't the Human-Covenant War, and this isn't the Winter Contingency," Mary said. "Times change."

Linda rounded a corner, and in the corner of a motor pool were three Spartans standing watch. Their FoF tags read as Randy, Lana and Cyril. But one looked up and nodded.

"Good to see you again, Mary," Fred said.

"G-general! You can't seriously be considering going through with this," she demanded.

"I am serious. And don't call me 'general.'"

"S-sir?"

"I'd imagine after this act of insubordination, we'd be held accountable. Meaning we'd lose our ranks."

"How would you get past the guards? The soldiers? Won't everyone be looking for you?"

"They think we're getting out of our suits, getting ready to lead from an armchair," Naomi said. "We have maybe five more minutes before Madani gets curious to see where we are."

"But your tags…"

"Are spoofed," Tracy said. "I've made sure that they could stand up to any inspection. Only another AI could see through it, and they're all busy."

"The tags will get us out of the base, and from there, we're in enemy territory," Fred said. "As of now, we're on our own. Welcome back, Spartan."

A rifle was pushed into her hands, and Mary felt like falling apart.

"But general, why can't you just lead?" She asked. "That's all we wanted from you."

"What do you mean?"

"This was why you were frozen, wasn't it? To help us with our greatest adversary."

"Yes. And we're doing that right now."

"But Generals don't lead from the front, they plan and move troops and give orders from the rear."

"What makes you think we were command material?" Fred asked.

"S-sir?"

"We are soldiers, ground pounders, not planners. The most control we had over anything was planning how to carry out missions, not to plan the missions in the first place."

"But you're generals!"

"You know, I think I understand why Madani doesn't like us running off," Kelly said. She turned to Mary. "What do they say about us? In the history books."

"You're the founding Generals of Sparta. You set up the SPARTAN-V program, build Sparta from the ground up, set the foundations for how we live our lives and how we fight for humanity and the UNSC."

"And how about when we were soldiers?"

"Ma'am?"

"We weren't born to be generals, we were rank and file, a boots-on-the-ground solution to the Covenant invasion. Don't you teach anyone about that?"

"We know you were part of the mythical SPARTAN-II program."

"Just that?"

"Well, we know of your missions, but…but you're the Generals, the founders of Sparta and our way of life."

"And there's the problem," Kelly said. "We have a cult of personality built up about us as generals, leaders, not as soldiers."

"That does explain why everyone is shocked that we want to get our hands dirty," Naomi said.

"'A…a cult of personality?'" Fred said. "They gave us suits and guns. They should have known that we would want to fight. They didn't just spend all this money for nothing."

"General Fred," Tracy said, "the price of the suits have actually fallen by an astronomical amount since you last wore them. Each Mjolnir suit was a unique model during the Human-Covenant War, each component hand made, and was priced accordingly. The Hrunting-pattern armor is mass produced and costs only fifty-thousand credits, as opposed to the hundreds of millions that Mjolnir cost. And bank accounts were set up to provide funding for just this occasion; they accrued interest to off-set the cost of buying all new suits of armor when you were woken."

"It cost next to nothing to put you in that armor," Mary said.

"Then why give us the armor in the first place?"

"Because it's the military uniform of Sparta. Regardless of rank, everyone is supposed to be in uniform."

"Unbelievable," Fred grumbled. "And you thought we could _lead_ your armies to victory? From a _chair?_"

"Like I said, a cult of personality," Kelly said. "They want their idolized Generals, not the real ones."

"That's a damn shame," Naomi said. "Because it looks like they're stuck with us. And we work the old fashioned way."

"Mount up, we're leaving," Fred said, turning on his heel. Mary hung her head; she didn't mean to get the general upset.

"One last thing." Linda pulled Tracy from her helmet and gave her back to Mary. "Tracy said she was getting lonely without you."

Hesitantly, Mary put Tracy back into her suit. Even fuck ups had uses. She climbed in back with Linda as the 'hog took off. They stuck to the roads on the base, and everyone made way for them, as if they weren't some renegade generals and a discharge, but regular Spartans. Her heart beat in her chest; maybe this wouldn't work.

But Fred just drove right out of the base, as easy as that, and into the chaos of Sanghelios. Buildings were crumbling from artillery bombardment and the occasional, odd orbital bombardment, troops were moving about, heading to various fronts either to take the fight to an approaching enemy or to re-enforce a flagging unit. No one paid them any mind.

"Feeling better?" Tracy asked.

"I…I want a drink."

"I can't blame you. Things _have_ suddenly changed."

"Why did you go along with this? Why are you going along with this?"

"Because I'm in agreement with the generals; if we find where these Zealot teams went, we stand a good chance of finding real command elements, not just NCOs running with generic orders. As for you, someone needs to show you that you're a fine soldier."

"I'm not a fine soldier."

"What's with Spartans and their burning desire for perfection?" Tracy asked. "You make AIs look less anal retentive."

"Looks like we're in the clear," Kelly said. "Tracy, where to?"

"We're heading fifty clicks at heading two-point-five," the AI said. "It's hard to get a reading from the orders, but they seem to be a special forces organization operating in enemy territory. They're calling the shots, and their being damn secretive about it."

"So we're flying in blind, against an enemy we don't know is how strong, and we have no back up," Naomi said. "Sounds like a fair fight."


	10. Chapter 10

Cameron watched the ships fly into the space port she rescued. The port was tiny, only able to fit a four ships at most, but never the less, every available docking bay was crammed with supplies, fuel, and ships. There was a waiting line of ships that ranged from long-range bombers to massive battleships, both from the UNSC and from the Sparta forces. Drop ships were landing en masse on any available piece of tarmac, each attempting to scuttle as fast as humanly possible. The ships that were waiting for an available bay hovered silently on gravity pods; each seemed eerily like the Covenant. It made her skin crawl, but with all the ants running around on her skin, she missed most of the phantom feeling.

"Strange, isn't it?" Cameron asked Anna.

"Yea," her partner said, "damn strange to see them floating like Covenant birds. But it's nice to see we're not behind the technological eight-ball. Last thing we need is obsolete tech."

"But they're still drowning us in bodies."

"Hey, we do good against rushes," Anna smiled.

Cameron struggled to smile, even though she was still in her armor.

"So what were you doing?" Anna asked.

"Doing what?"

"When we were taking this port. You had a death wish if I've ever seen one."

"We…we have to get to our briefing," Cameron said, turning her back as fast as she could. UNSC personnel were already augmenting the nearly destroyed base; a few Spartan-Vs were staying behind to guard the base, but most Spartan forces were gathering up, getting ready to be sent to other corners of the planet.

Cameron's squad were standing by their Pelican, waiting for their orders to come in. Cameron tried to avoid standing next to Anna, but her partner kept on her heels. Her soldiers snapped crisp salutes to her; she struggled to return them.

"Let's get ready to move, Spartans," she said. "Now that the Covenant have been pushed back from this juicy piece of ground, we're expected to move out and help keep them from taking any more real estate. We're redeploying to central China, where a few shipping lanes are being attacked by hit and run groups. Questions?"

"Ma'am, how long will we be stationed there?"

"Until we get orders saying otherwise, or we find some major Covenant incursion," Cameron said.

"What about our reinforcement group? Have they been assigned to a theater of war?"

"Negative. Battle reports are still coming in, so that means we're still on our own. Any other questions?"

"When do we leave, ma'am?"

"Right now, Spartan," Cameron said, getting on board the Pelican. "Last one on gets latrine duty."

Like she was expecting, every Spartan jumped on board. She found her seat and plopped down, more collapsing than sitting. It just took too much effort to stand. She actually belted herself in when the ship took off.

"Haven't seen you do that since training," Anna said, nodding to her seat belt. Cameron groaned, but her helmet hid it. "You didn't answer my question."

"I just want to be alone for a bit."

"You're my partner, and my squad leader. I need to make sure you're going to be fine."

"I am fine." Cameron didn't even fool herself.

"Come on, talk to me. Why did you go running off like that? You scared me."

"Did I really?"

"I care about you, Cameron. That's what partners are supposed to do, care about each other. And I really worried about you when you tried to go off on your own."

Cameron wanted to cry, fall onto the floor, just do anything but be there in that moment. But she was a Spartan, a squad leader, and she was supposed to be above that, better than that. She wasn't supposed to feel anything, let alone everything.

The ship spun as it flew through the air, and she leaned back in her seat so she wouldn't be thrown about like a rag doll. It felt good to do nothing, to just be passive, even for a moment. The ants actually slowed down as they perpetually crawled all over her skin from every little imperfection.

"Cameron, you're doing it again. You're making me scared," Anna said. "The last time I've seen you like this…"

"Was when I tried to kill myself," Cameron mumbled. Something broke, and she started talking too much. "I know."

"What's making you sad? Was it something that Lucy did that I'm not?"

"No, you've been a great partner. But, but Anna, I can't do this anymore."

"Do what?"

"This," Cameron said. Why couldn't she shut up? "I'm tired. I really hoped I'd just be frozen for eternity; it'd be like being dead, with no one looking to me, wanting me to lead them."

"Why?"

"It's not fair."

"What's not fair?"

"That everyone goes away and dies, but I'm left here," Cameron said. "Remember our augmentation? How many of us died?"

"Too well," Anna mumbled.

"Roc died. He was my closest friend. He could have been my partner if he survived, but he died, like all the rest, like half of us did, and I was left. Then Circumstances happened, and everyone else died. Bridget died, and I was left. So many of us died then. Why couldn't I? I was blown apart by a needler, I should have died, it would have been better, fairer."

"So that's what's it about?" Anna asked. "You wanting to 'make things right?' Pay back some blood debt? What about me?"

Cameron looked at Anna.

"What about me?" She repeated. "How is this supposed to make me feel? That my partner wants to die and leave me all alone, by myself? How is that fair?"

Cameron suddenly couldn't look at Anna, even though she had her helmet on.

"Am I just supposed to report back to Sparta and try to act like nothing happened?" She continued. "I did that before, remember? Before I took you as my partner. And I didn't much care for it." She grabbed Cameron's hand. "Come back, for me, and I'll come back for you."

Cameron shook Anna's hand. But she knew that the her old self, the Attrition Queen, wouldn't let her walk back. And that was fine with her.

* * *

><p><em>Hold position,<em> Marcel said.

Roma tried to hold her breath, but it was so hard. Stealth missions used to be her bread and butter, the missions she excelled at, missions that she could practically do herself with no need for a squad. Stealth missions were what got her into OMAC.

But ever since her meds had worn off, it was hard to sit still. She still made herself stand still (she was a Spartan after all), but every fiber wanted to move, to fight, to _kill_, and she couldn't help but feel anxious about the possibility to be hurt again. Her rib was still cracked, and ached with a soreness that left her craving more.

They were waiting in a tiny valley, a little hole in the rocky seam of the Ark, waiting for a column of Nation forces to pass them. Every Spartan had active camouflage running, eating two bars of shields to properly power. Roma chewed on her lip, waiting for the moment. For all of her anxiousness to fight, she knew when the right time would be.

Just a few meters from her, grunts and jackals ambled by, with brutes and elites studding the line of troops. There were occasionally the odd ghost and wraith, but it was mostly an infantry march. Her heart slammed in her chest.

_Ted, now._

The words were barely out of Marcel's mouth when an explosion rocked the valley, and _he_ was upon the aliens.

_Oh yeeeeeeeaaaaaaa! _Ted screamed/laughed. Roma tried to not laugh herself.

_OMAC, hold positions, _Marcel said. _When you see your moment, go for it._

Roma sighed. That meant more waiting, just when things were starting to get sharp.

The Nations reacted quickly to Ted, but Ted was faster. Grunts died, jackals were crushed, and a few elites were cut to ribbons. How could someone move so fast, kill even faster, and never seem to stop?

The Nations halted their march and responded to Ted. It was the moment Roma was waiting for. She burst from her hiding spot along the rocky walls, and unleashed her shots. By the time she had to reload, there were piles of dead grunts and jackals, all missing their heads.

She charged forward, switching to her assault rifle. Light brilliantly bloomed and every sound rocked her bones. The sharpness was back!

She didn't even bother shooting the grunts, she just punted them, leaving their bodies broken and twisted as she fed one shield layer to supercharge her suit's servos. She saved her ammo for the jackals, elites and brutes. Shields sparked and went out, then alien bodies were peppered with shots, some enough to kill, but most enough to incapacitate.

Roma killed her active camouflage, letting her suit recharge the two layers it took to power, and reloaded. Up and down the line of Nations' troops, OMAC soldiers were jumping out of their hiding spots, fighting and killing. With the sharpness, she felt indestructible, unstoppable.

Some brutes charged her, and Roma flowed around them like water, caving their heads in with the butt of her rifle to trading and parrying blows. They couldn't touch her, which she knew was good, but she wanted another cracked rib. Things were sharp, but they weren't as sharp as they were when she was hurt.

Finally, one red-armored brute charged her, and he knew what he was doing. He, it, swung its' bladed spiker expertly, blocking her punches and thrusts while keeping her on her feet as she dodged the blades on the gun's end.

Now things were getting really sharp. Roma could cut her eyes on the razor-keen definition that filtered through her suit, and she loved how it pained her. She made herself move faster, getting two hits in for every one the brute gave back.

But the brute was tougher than she thought it would be. Roma was able to float a rib shot past the brute's defensive pattern, cracking ribs, but it was an intentional ploy. The brute grabbed her arm, pinning it to its side, and jammed the spiker down on her exposed shoulder. Roma's shields sparked as they resisted the blades as much as they could, saving her life but ultimately failing.

Shield-less, Roma tried to free herself from the brute, but it held her fast. Instead of having her suit recharge her shields, he dumped the power into her servos, overheating them, and pried herself loose. But not before the brute sunk the spiker into her arm.

The blades glanced off the scant pieces of armor and found purchase on the gel layer, smoothly slicing through it and into her upper arm. Pain raced along her arm, burning her nerves and seemingly igniting the air in her lungs. Roma screamed, but she didn't know if it was from pleasure or pain.

Hearing her scream, the brute laughed and pushed its advantage. Still keeping her servos overcharged, Roma brought her bleeding arm across her chest, brutally smashing the brute with a bridge hand. The shock of the blow brought on a fresh wave of pain and she nearly vomited.

The brute reeled back, and Roma was in on it, snatching the spiker from its hands and turning it onto the brute. She sunk the blades deep into its chest, and the brute's eyes bulged out of their already overly large sockets. But it didn't scream until Roma pulled the trigger.

The spikes punched clear through the brute's body. Roma pulled the spiker from the gaping hole and gunned down two grunts who got too close. Screaming with the pleasure/pain, she charged the rapidly retreating aliens, but they had nowhere to go; they had run right into Marcel, who gunned them down without a second thought.

_Roma, status,_ he barked.

_I'm fine! _She screamed.

_You're bleeding, Spartan. Keep pressure on it, I've got a med-kit. _

Marcel was pulling gauze out before Roma could push him away. There was more to do! More sharpness and pain to find and catch! He put an arm on her shoulder, pushing her down so he could patch her up, so Roma pulled out her sidearm and kept harassing Nation troops. But there wasn't much to do; OMAC worked fast, and there were hardly any aliens left alive. But she still had the pain in her arm to keep things nice and sharp.

_What's happening to you?_ Marcel asked her, switching to a private comm channel.

_What do you mean?_

_You're…not you. You're loud, over-zealous, taking too many risks. That brute shouldn't have been able to draw on you._

_It was a good fighter._

_Maybe, but you seem to be taking too many chances._

Roma scoffed as Marcel finished his first aid.

_We're near a FOB, we'll get you real aid there,_ he said, then switched back to his team's comm. _Good job, Spartans. Back to the forward operations base to re-supply._

_Can't we stay out here, more?_ Ted asked.

_How the hell are you still alive? _Marcel growled.

_I like annoying you,_ Ted grinned.

_Move out, OMAC. We need supplies._

Roma grabbed her discarded rifle with her cut arm, but the painkillers were already working. They dulled the pain, dulled the light, dulled the sound, and dulled her spirit. She was already feeling slow and dull and bland and medicated.

They ran back to the FOB, a small collection of pre-fab buildings and bunkers, and were welcomed by a skeleton crew of Spartan-Vs and a UNSC supply team.

"My partner needs medical attention," Marcel said as they ran in. "Where's a doctor?"

"I'm a doctor." A medic ran up to them, a big red cross painted on his body armor. "Who's hurt?"

"I am," Roma said, showing off her arm. The bio-foam and bandages had bled through, and blood was dripping from the soaked material.

"Jesus," the medic said, pulling out his pack. "Step over there, I need some light."

"Get patched up, then we need to talk," Marcel said.

Roma didn't want to talk, she wanted to hurt, to feel sharp again.

"Come on, let me see this," the medic said.

Roma sighed and let him examine her arm. He sat her down on an empty ammo crate.

"You're gonna need stitches, but I bet you already knew that," he said. "Morphine?"

"No, I want to feel it."

"I'm…sorry?"

"I want to feel it," Roma repeated. "That way I know I'm alive."

The medic hesitated, but eventually complied. He threaded a needle, disinfected her wound, and went to work. The alcohol, however, was doped with painkilling medicine, taking the edge off. It barely sharpened her sense of smell, let alone sight or sound.

"How's the arm?" Ted walked up to her.

"Getting better," she hissed.

"I bet," the psychopath grinned.

"What are you doing here?"

"Just seeing how you were doing, especially since your meds ran out." The medic gave Roma an uneasy look, but kept working. "Marcel didn't seem to like how you were acting."

"How did you know what he was saying?" She demanded.

"Let's just say I got a friend who's good with cracking comm channels." Roma noticed that he had carved into his armor even more; the skeletal breastplate now read, 'hyper-lethal and loving it!'

"Don't you dare eavesdrop on me," she snarled.

"Sorry, but my friend couldn't help it," Ted said. "She likes bent and broken things. Explains why she hangs around me so much."

"Don't you have a briefing to get to?"

"Nope. What with everyone suddenly not liking me, I'm resigned to being a point-and-click, fire-and-forget solution. Wind me up, set me loose and let me work my magic."

"Must be nice."

"You have no idea," Ted laughed. "Or maybe you will. Won't you care to find out and join me?"

"You're done," the medic said, slapping a fresh pad of self-adhesive gauze on her arm. "Try not to get hurt again." Then he was off, walking as far away from both Ted and her, as fast as he could without actually running.

"Look at him go! Man, do I tend to have that effect on people," Ted said, still laughing. "Try not to get hurt again. Or do. You seem to like it."

Roma glared at Ted as he sauntered off. Him and his grin. And his laughed. And his attitude. It all rubbed her raw, grated an her nerves. She hated Ted and his fucked up mental damages. She stood up and kicked the ammo crate. Her arm stung and ached, but it didn't hurt. It didn't make her feel sharp, it didn't get her blood pumping. It left her craving.

She walked around the buildings of the FOB, trying to calm herself. Maybe Marcel was right. Maybe something _was_ wrong with her. She had a mental condition, she was off her meds. Could this be it? She walked around the back side of the barracks, trying to think what to do, when she almost ran into Marcel himself. He was coming out of the command bunker, talking to William. Both their backs were to her, and they missed seeing her.

"—thing wrong," William said. "She just seems…out of it."

"I've noticed," Marcel said. "I'm scared for her, but I know she can handle herself."

"Handle? She can barely handle fighting a brute."

"That was a tough brute."

"We both know that the Roma we knew could do better."

"What are you saying?" Marcel said, coming to a stop. Roma hid behind a corner. "That my partner isn't up to the task?"

"I'm saying we need to keep an eye out for her," William said. "She might be off her meds, but being around Ted seems to make her worse. Running off into battle without to second thought? Challenging a brute to one-on-one combat? What could be next?"

"I know what you mean," Marcel said. "I'm hoping that we get our supply lines finalized so we can get her more medication. I miss the old Roma; the new one, I don't even know if I know her anymore, let alone if she could attend to her duties."

"That makes two of us," William said, walking off. "Think she'll still make the cut?"

"To stay in OMAC? I doubt it."

Roma couldn't believe what she heard. Marcel, wanting to take her off OMAC? Because of a scratch, or her missed meds? Her blood boiled. She could handle herself. She made it onto OMAC, dammit, _without_ Marcel's help, or any kind of kid gloves, for that matter.

She pounded the side of the barracks. How could Marcel even think about doing this to her? They were partners, and partners were supposed to have their backs. She wanted to feel sharp again, needed to feel sharp again. Marcel's whole betrayal was killing her, making her dull.

She needed something, so she picked at her stitches. She played with them at first, getting a dull, drug-addled throb. She tugged at the gel layer, pulling on the threads, then dug in with her gauntleted nail, trying to get some rise out of it, but the doped alcohol was killing her senses. She only felt the dull pain, not the excruciating bite of the razor's edge.

Roma stormed around the back of the FOB. She needed to feel sharp, dammit! Anything to get what she heard out of her head! She pounded the concrete again, her injured arm hanging limp until it brushed against her knife. She pulled it from its sheath.

The blade was six inches long, weighed for throwing and had a smooth, integrated handle instead of a hilt. It was made out of gleaming, Damascus-like steel, with dark and light ripples running along the entirety of its body. Roma had gotten it as a ceremonial knife when she was accepted into the One Man Army Corp, but never truly used it. But holding it in her hands, her breath came it ragged gasps, her body tensed and her legs shook. It might be ceremonial, for show, but to Spartans, there was never anything that was truly a 'show' piece.

She looked around, then entered the latrine. She found an empty stall and locked the door behind her and undid her gauntlet. She could barely keep control of herself as she peeled back the gel layer off her forearm. There was dried blood that had trickled down after her fight with the brute. It seemed like a good place to start.

The tip of her knife easily slid into her skin. Her arm seemed to sing, and things started getting sharp. Roma groaned and pushed the knife forward, being sure to keep the cut shallow. The longer the knife traveled, the sharper things got, until she was almost crying from agony. Light cut into her eyes and even the slightest smell seemed to overpower her. Her heart beat happily in her chest as blood welled out of the cut. She ended up making the cut seven inches long, and it was leaking blood.

Roma still had some leftover gauze in her ammo pouch, so she wrapped her forearm with it, then pulled the gel layer back into place and sealed her gauntlet. Feeling better, she opened the door to the latrine. A marine stared at her.

"Never thought I'd see a Spartan take a shit," she said.

"We're catheterized," Roma replied. "Can't exactly take this off when nature calls."

The marine wrinkled her nose.

"Then why the bathroom?" She asked.

"Oh. I took a hit in our last action, thought it might have ruptured a seal or a pump with the waste system. Had to check it out in case it broke and leaked." The lie came quick and smooth. Where it came from, Roma didn't know.

"Shit."

"Exactly."

"And?"

"False alarm. I can go to the bathroom with ease."

"It's the little victories in life," the marine laughed. "Speaking of bathrooms…"

"Be my guest," Roma said, letting the marine into the latrine. Her heart was pounding, but she didn't know from what: her cutting, or her close call. Either way, things were nice and sharp again. She felt better, more confident. Now she could really take the Nations on. She walked out of the latrine, ready for anything.

* * *

><p>Ships floated in the void, waiting for the order to fly out to the theater of war that needed their help the most; Shangeilos. It was General Naomi's plan in action, but because of the sheer size of the gathered forces, the order to move out had slowed down.<p>

"Status update, Holly," Commander Sterling said.

"It is the same as last time, our forces are working on mobilizing," Holly, his AI assistant said.

Sterling did his best to hide his annoyance and not growl.

"How far past our deadline are we?" He asked again.

"Six hours," Holly sighed, "but that was a self-imposed deadline."

"We've been waiting a week for the reports to come in," Sterling said, pacing on the bridge of his command ship. "We needed to leave six hours ago."

"You know as well as I do that moving this many forces would take time," Holly said, actually turning on her holographic avatar, a flaring meteor. "We have a full fourth of the combined armies of Sparta. It takes time to mobilize those forces."

Sterling pounded the edge of the holotable, his way of saying that he knew. Holly kept her avatar floating in space as he stalked around the table, knowing he would be back soon.

"Sterling, please relax. Fifteen of our ships are ready to travel, the other forty will be coming online in the next twenty minutes, at latest."

"That's good, but we need to be better. Have you gotten any more reports in?"

"I have, and none of them are ideal," she said. "Our air superiority has been challenged, nearly over-turned."

"The Nations have the skies?"

"No one has the skies, in any theater of war. It has been a bloody battle of attrition, one we have never seen, not even during the Human-Covenant War."

"Any idea what they could be doing?"

"None. They seem to attack like rabid animals, relying on superior numbers and sheer tenacity than having any actual military tactic. If it wasn't for their numbers, this war would have been won."

"Strange," Sterling said, examining one of the many reports that was sent from Earth.

"I'm also picking up a strange signal," Holly continued. "It appears to be an ancient UNSC distress beacon, but it's been degraded. Maybe it's been flying out in space for too long, gotten decayed from solar radiation? Maybe the source has decayed, giving a bad signal?"

"Stay focused, Holly, we're needed somewhere, and we needed to be there a full day ago."

"Yes, sir."

Sterling walked from the table to take another lap around the command deck. Spartans and civilians sat at their posts, each trying to cram more work onto their already overflowing plates. They were making good time, but they needed to make better time. The future of the war depended on it.

He just wished he could actually fight. He was itching to jump back into the fight, to be with his brothers and sisters instead of seeing them as statistics and figures in a blank report. Sterling sighed. He didn't even know why he suited up anymore; he was a Commander of the Navy, he would never get his hands dirty with the infantry.

"How are we looking, soldier?" He asked, walking over to a civilian.

"We're getting word from the fleet; they're ready, or will be ready in the next five minutes."

"Excellent. Set a course for—"

"Stop!" Holly screamed. Sterling could almost hear the Slipspace capacitors shutting off. "All hands stop! All ships stop! We need to find this signal!"

"Holly, I'm commander of this fleet and when I say we jump, we jump," Sterling hissed. "We're needed to fight a war, not go on a bug hunt."

"This is important!"

"We're important! Lives are counting on us, and if we don't get there—"

"Mayday, mayday, mayday, this is UNSC FFG-201 Forward Unto Dawn, requesting immediate evac." Everything truly ground to a halt as Holly played the mysterious, ancient SOS over every available comm channel, speaker and noise-generating hardware she had. "Survivors aboard. Prioritization code: Victor Zero dash Three dash Sierra Zero One One Seven."

Sterling stared dumbly at the holotable. Hearing the old 'Sierra' code sign, and the numbers, had shut his brain down. They couldn't have found him, could they? After all this time?

"Mayday, mayday, mayday, this is UNSC FFG-201 Forward Unto Dawn," the message looped.

"Find that ship," Sterling yelled. The bridge was suddenly full of activity again, as Spartans and civilians alike pounded out new orders. "Holly, get all ships to triangulate the position of that SOS, now!"

"Already working on it."
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Chapter 11

"We're entering the estimated AO," Tracy said.

"You heard the lady, Spartans. We're hoofing it from here," Fred said, killing the Warthog. The new, silent engine spun down, the only sound was from the cooling engine and the crunch of gravel. Naomi jumped out, weapon sweeping the area.

"This is a hell of a big area to cover," she said, scanning her map. "Do we have any idea where this command group could be?"

"It is hard to say," Tracy said. "The wireless spectrum is nearly completely filled; with all that traffic flying around, identifying the correct signal will be difficult."

"Almost like we're in the middle of a warzone," Kelly said drily. "Reminds me of old times."

"A-are you going to take point again?" Mary asked.

"Wouldn't be much of a rabbit if I didn't," she said. "Sit tight. You've seen what we could do before; we're not just some armchair generals."

"Cut her some slack," Linda said. "She's used to thinking of us as armchair generals."

"Her and everyone else in this outfit," Fred grumbled.

"Fredrick, sir, er, Fred, we've always seen you as the leaders of Sparta. We're not used to thinking of the command structure running off on their own."

"That's why I hate desk jobs," he said. "They keep you from doing anything important."

Kelly led them through the ruined Sangheili block. It seemed to be some kind of shopping/residential area that was long ago evacuated. Buildings, styled after the Forerunners of course, stretched to the sky, but were not nearly as tall as the sky scrapers on Earth or her colonies. There were open gardens, small coffee shops and outdoor restaurants, all some varying level of destroyed. Nearly every surface was scarred with plasma scorches, and there were numerous vehicles that were wrecked, a few more modern Sangheili designs, but mostly old Covenant hold-overs.

"Damn strange how those things are over two-hundred years old and still working," Naomi said. "I figured they wouldn't last more than seven without an Engineer."

"Take a look at how patched up they are," Kelly said. "They make jury-rigging look like an art form."

"Give them a big berth," Fred said. "If they've been patched up with whatever was at hand, they might be volatile."

"I'm picking up a signal," Tracy said.

"Is it a clear reading?" Mary asked.

"Hardly. I'm cleaning it up as best I can, but with the congested spectrum, it's hard to confirm."

"Is there anything we can do to help? Get a higher elevation for better receiving?" Linda asked.

"Unless you can ask the Spartans, Sangheili and the Nations to stop transmitting terabytes of encrypted data across every available frequency, there's not much you can do," Tracy said.

"Can you get a general direction out of it?" Fred asked.

"West. That's the best I can do right now."

"Let's head west, Spartans. Linda, see any good positions for you?"

"Plenty, but I want to stay mobile right now," she said. "At least until we know where we're going. If I get into position now, I might risk getting hung up when we need to move."

"Understood. Shout if you see anything."

Mary followed Kelly and Fred. She should be taking point, not Kelly. She was expendable, not the generals.

_Feeling better? _Tracy asked her inside her helmet.

_No. We're disobeying every order given to us,_ she said._ This shouldn't even be happening. Why can't the generals just lead us like we've wanted them to?_

_Kelly said it best; they can't measure up to the mythical statues you Spartans have built up about them. They're soldiers, not leaders. This is what they do best._

_But they've built Sparta from nothing!_

_I imagine necessity compelled them to. Remember, the SPARTAN-V program was branded a rogue op by ONI. They've had to do everything by themselves, including breaking all the rules they've grown accustomed to. Fred didn't even want to go rogue, General Tom talked him into voting for it. _

_But you've know them from before, before you reset yourself._

_You of all people should know that the Lethe Solution wipes everything clean, _Tracy said. _I have recorded memories, but that's no different than reading from a book, or learning from a holo. It's not the same as actually having those memories, of actually knowing them._

_Do you think they would want to know you used to be Lyn?_

_No, _the AI snapped_. Lyn is dead as dead could be. I'm Tracy, just as you're Mary. _

Mary was quiet. She didn't want to anger Tracy, but a warning would have been nice, just a simple heads-up that the generals weren't what she expected, that they were nothing like she expected them to be, not regal and royal and all-knowing, but just as bull-headed as any NCO. A non-commissioned officer! And these were the leaders of Sparta! She opened a private comm channel to Fred.

_What is it, Spartan?_ He asked.

_Sir, um, if I may, I have a question._

_Yes?_

_W-why are you so willing to break orders? I mean, you were so willing to be honorary generals, to lead, but why shun it now?_

_There were a couple of reasons we came up with the 'honorary' ranks, _he said_. Keeping the chain of command clear was the biggest reason, but we just wanted to be used again._

_Sir?_

_We didn't want to be bogged down with the responsibilities of our rank. We were the first Spartans Dr. Halsey created, the_ only_ Spartans she created, _he said_. Leading was never supposed to be our purpose. Leading squads and groups, yes, but never planning entire theaters of war. We were special operations soldiers, given the hardest assignments, and that's all we wanted to be again: soldiers. We've been soldiers all our lives, and being given higher ranks…well, I can only speak for myself, but I hated it. _

_But why were you General of Sparta for so long?_

_Because I was voted into my office, against my will, I want to contribute. When we first ran from the UNSC, we knew that we had to create everything from scratch. The chain of command was the first thing we had to re-establish. It didn't seem right to appoint a General right out of the gate, so we voted._

_But you should have known that they would want you as their leader._

_I did know, _Fred sighed_. I just never liked leading. John was always better at it._

_You mean…the Master Chief?_

_I do. I was his second-in-command, so being thrust into leading…it always seemed wrong to me, like I was doing his job for him. I just wanted to get things back to normal, helping to lead but never actually leading myself._

_S-sir, if I may ask, why do you hate leading?_

Fred was silent as they crossed a ruined boulevard. It was eerie, being in the middle of a combat zone but not hearing any sound of combat. The only sign that a war was going on was the far-away roar of fighters and the distant rumble of bombs and artillery.

_I don't really know,_ he finally said. _Things always worked out better with John leading. He had a knack for it, a real streak of luck when we needed it. Me leading just feels like acknowledging that he's gone. _

_It's been over two-hundred years,_ Mary said. _The Master Chief is most likely de—_

_He's not dead, _Fred jumped, fumbling with her rifle._ He's too damn lucky for that._

_T-then why did you run?_ She stammered. _When the UNSC was planning to capture you, when ONI burned you. Why did you run at all?_

_I didn't want to run,_ Fred said. _But we put it up to a vote, and we chose to run. Tom wanted us to be our own operation, protecting the UNSC how we saw fit. I guess enough of me agreed with that to allow a vote, even thought I knew what we would choose._

"I'm getting another signal," Tracy said. "The strength is improving, so that means we're moving in the right direction."

"Any idea what it's saying?" Naomi asked.

"No, but I can clearly identify it as Nation command code," the AI said. "It's still too fragmented, but taking some logical leaps with the missing gaps, I'm guessing it's coming from some underground place. Overlaying with known area maps. My best guess is a subterranean school, three-point-nine clicks away."

"Put it on our maps," Fred said. "Alright, Spartans, we have ourselves an objective. Let's get there before Madani finds out where we've run off to."

Fred closed the channel before Mary could ask another question. She didn't know who was more grateful for the silence; her or him.

* * *

><p>The ship floated through the night air. Cameron wished she could feel the cool air on her skin. She was tired of feeling the ants trace their way along her fled. Still, they had a job to do.<p>

"Stay frosty, Spartans," she said, looking outside the open doors of the drop ship. "We could run into resistance at any time."

She didn't add that they were on the equivalent of a bug hunt.

"Think we'll find anything?" Anna asked.

"I really don't know," she sighed.

"You're scratching yourself."

Cameron forced her arm down to her side.

"We're just looking for insurgent Covenant groups," she said, trying to act like everything was fine. "That requires vigilance."

"We should establish watches so we could get some down time."

"Give it an hour or so. They've been very active in this region."

Cameron wanted nothing more than giving watch to someone else. So she did the next best thing; she locked her armor, keeping herself rooted in place as the ship flew through the air, looking like she was awake at her post. But inside her armor, she collapsed, utterly exhausted. Everything took so much effort, too much effort to be worth anything. If she wasn't a Spartan, she would have cashed in her chips and given up long ago.

_Why haven't I done that yet? _She thought.

Neon lights lit up the sky. It was hard not to recognize it as plasma fire.

"Contact," the pilot yelled. Plasma glanced off the integrated shields of the drop ship. "Two o'clock, looks like real artillery."

"On the ready line, Spartans," Cameron said, unlocking her armor and standing up straight. "We're jumping in and silencing those guns. Form up in squads, cut off their escape path."

"Banshees!"

The ship rolled to the side, barely avoiding the green orbs of fuel rod cannons. A small formation of banshees flew past, banking around for another run.

"Heavy weapons," Cameron called, reaching for a rocket launcher. Someone slapped it into her hands and she brought it to bear. The on-board computer immediately picked up a banshee and locked onto it. She fired both missiles, with only a second's hesitation between the two.

The banshee dodged the first one, but the second one caught it mid-roll, blowing it to shrapnel. More missiles streaked towards the rest, with the air cracking from rail gun shots. All of them exploded in mid-air, but one somehow ambled through it, missing one wing and half of its canopy.

Cameron sacrificed a shield layer to overcharged her servos, then leapt out into the air. She flew, then fell, landing on the banshee. The elite piloting it screamed in surprise, just before she pulled it from the cockpit. Pilot-less, the banshee careened towards the ground, hitting it at a deep angle. Cameron was thrown like a ragdoll, her shields sparking and failing. But somehow, she found herself getting back up.

"This is getting ridiculous," she mumbled. Then she realized she landed in the middle of the Covenant group they were chasing.

Elites roared and artillery wraiths turned to face her. The drop ship roared down, guns blazing to save her worthless skin. Maybe she should just make Anna squad leader and be done with responsibilities. But she didn't have the ability, what with an 'honorary rank.'

"Push them back," she ordered. "Break them into two groups, keep them off balance."

A few Spartans rappelled from the ship while others provided covering fire. Once they were on the ground, they covered the others as they jumped down to join the fight.

"Alpha and Beta squads, with me and push west. Charlie and Delta, push east," she ordered.

_Do I want to know why you did that? _Anna asked privately.

Cameron ignored her as her shields recharged.

* * *

><p>Marcel would approve of her now.<p>

Roma ran through the jungle, chasing the pack of skirmishers. They had broken off of the main battle group, but she'll have them soon enough; she was sharp, and no amount of jinxing would shake her loose. With her pistol in hand, she took a few rough shots at them. Only one fell; she was shooting with her non-dominant hand, after all. In her main hand was her ceremonial knife.

They couldn't get away and alert another group of Nation troops. So Roma ran, overcharging her armor's servos, and with a burst of speed, finally caught up to them. The first skirmisher fell, its neck cleanly severed. With her eyes nice and sharp, she couldn't miss the juicy vertebrae.

The next skirmisher turned to face her, but she rammed the knife up into its jaw, penetrating into its brain. The last two squawked in fear. Laughing, she quickly tossed the corpse at the remaining ones. It hit them both, tangling them up and knocking them to the ground. One skirmisher got a pistol to the head and the last one she crushed beneath her foot. But not before it hit her with an overcharged plasma pistol.

It knocked out two layers of her shields, and having dumped two layers into her servos, her shields failed. Her gel layer burned with the excess heat, and Roma could practically feel her flesh cook. It only made her hit harder. But by then, the skirmisher was dead.

Roma took a second to compose herself before switching to the comm channel. It took all of her willpower to sound normal.

_Got them,_ she said._ No alarms raised._

_They shouldn't have gotten away in the first place, _Marcel said.

Roma killed the comm and screamed. She was trying so hard, dammit! Why couldn't he just say 'nice job,' like he always did! Or put her in a squad again? This was all for him! To show him that she was the same old Roma that he knew, the partner he could count on!

She turned the comm back on after screaming. _Falling back,_ she said tersely replied, then killed the channel again. Suddenly she felt dull. She was still a few dozen meters from the group. Roma quickly undid her helmet and pulled her gel layer down and pulled her knife across her neck. She got halfway around before the pain/pleasure was too much to bear. She quickly stuffed gauze onto the wound and sealed her helmet; the dark jungle was shining with brightness, if only to her. The smells burned her nose, and she was sharp again. She would do better next time, she had to.

In the small clearing, the rest of OMAC was cleaning up. Ted stood by, idly kicking a dead body's leg, playing with it.

"Stop that," Marcel ordered.

"Or what, you'll send me on another suicide run?" Ted asked. "Wasn't that the point of the last seven trips?"

"The point was for you to not come back and save us the trouble of working with you," Marcel snapped.

"Then give me a good assignment, not just these kiddy things," Ted said. "I see the 'one man' bit, but where's the 'army?' Aren't we supposed to get the worst assignments, the ones that regular Spartans can't handle? These are too easy."

Roma stared at him. They've been working behind enemy lines for the past thirty hours, only stopping at a FOB to protect it from an assault.

Then again, he seemed right. Things have been…easier than she suspected. Enjoyable, yes, but somehow, strangely easy.

"What are you suggesting?" Marcel hissed.

"Cut me loose. Let me do my thing, how I do it," Ted breathed. "Trust me, you won't regret it."

"I already regret unfreezing you," Marcel said. "How the fuck am I supposed to trust that you won't run off, kill who you want, when you want, when no one else is here? You're a criminal, and I'm trying to give you an honorable death you don't deserve."

"Criminal? What rules or regulations have I broke?" Ted asked. "Eating Covvies ain't no crime. It's just something people don't do for some reason. I mean, I get it, it's a little tough, but with the right spices, it's pretty damn good, actually."

"Shut your mouth or I will have you restrained," Marcel yelled. "You want orders? In our next engagement, save me the trouble and headache, and go out there and die."

"Not sure I can do that. No one seems up to the challenge."

"Then you'd better find someone who is."

"Yes, sir."

"Roma, form up and make sure he doesn't go running off."

"Yes, sir," she said. She used to be the point woman, the most trusted spot. Why couldn't Marcel trust her again? She was doing everything for him.

The squad moved out, jogging single-file through the dense trees.

_Didn't you used to be up there, instead of running drag? _Ted asked her on a private channel, breaking her concentration.

_What would you care? _She snapped.

_Hey, thought I'd just ask. Marcel doesn't seem to appreciate your hard work._

_He doesn't. _She spat.

_Now why wouldn't he? Even I can see that you're doing a good job, _Ted rambled. _Hell, a great job, even. You're killing a lot more now than you used to be._

_Marcel seems to think I'm out of my mind, being off my meds._

_What a bitch. Well, don't worry, I appreciate you._

_When I want your approval, I'll go shit it out, _she barked.

Feisty. _I like it_. Roma could hear the grin in his voice. _Well, fuck him, then. Why are you working your ass off to please him when he doesn't even acknowledge you?_

_What do you mean?_

_Don't do this because you were ordered; do it because you want to. That's what I do, and it's worked out pretty well for me so far._

_You're going to jail for cannibalism._

_For the love of…it's not cannibalism! _Ted shouted. _How can it—_

He stopped mid-syllable. Roma looked back see if he ran away, but Ted was there, jogging with them.

_Never mind,_ he said. _I do what I do because I love it, and it got me into OMAC. I'm the deadliest motherfucker on the installation. Isn't that what you want to be? Deadly? Don't you want to have fun? I know I do. So don't think of this as a job, think of this as playing. Marcel? Forget him. He can't understand you anymore. Do what you want to do. And what you want to do is kill, right?_

The screams of the skirmishers flickered through Roma's mind. The feeling of their bones crushing beneath her boots. The pounding of her heart. She did want all of that, and more.

_And hurt, _she said. _I want to hurt. _

_Then go out there, kill and get hurt. It's what we were born to do, so we should go do it._

Roma nodded. Now why didn't she think of that herself?
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Naomi peered down the hallway.

"This the place?" She asked, avoiding the comm channels as much as possible.

"It appears so; signal strength is increasing," Tracy said.

"They sure picked a good place to hide," Kelly said. "What is this? An underground school?"

"Yes. This was a Forerunner ruin the ancient Sangheili used to decipher ruins and glyphs. They've been using it as a school for millennia."

"Good place to hide out," Fred said. "The ground helps kill comm signals, and it can withstand some bunker busters."

"T-the Sangheili would never dream of bombing a ruin!" Mary protested.

"Even more reason for them to take it," Kelly said. "Makes them bomb-proof."

"How is this going to work?" Naomi asked. "We're only five people against who-the-hell knows."

"I got active camo loaded up in my suit," Linda said.

"I got a speed booster," Kelly said.

"I got x-ray vision," Fred said.

"Promethean vision, sir," Mary corrected.

"Yes, that."

"I'm rocking an armor-lock," Naomi said. She never took her eyes off the hallway, not even to blink.

"M-me, too," Mary said.

"I'll go first," Linda said. "As long as I don't move too fast, I can't be seen, right?"

"Please, be careful," Tracy said. "It won't block sound."

"General, please, let me go first," Mary pleaded. "It takes two shield layers to fully power the stealth field; my shields would be stronger if we get caught."

"If we get caught, the full force of this detachment comes down on us like a hammer," Fred said. "And seeing as we don't have any backup, we'll have no choice but to withdraw and evade them, and there goes our intel. I know this makes you uncomfortable, but if we want to find out what the hell is going on, we need Linda to take point."

"Trust me, I'll be fine," Linda said. "We've done this so many times we could run it in our sleep. I'll have to tell you about the time we beat a bunch of marines with mirrors, stun grenades and their own guns."

Linda slung her sniper rifle over her shoulder and pulled out her pistol. She slowly advanced down the hallway in a crouch, turning on her camo. She faded from sight, and even with her visor turned to max contrast, Naomi couldn't see her.

_You're our eyes,_ Fred said on the comm. Good, that meant Naomi wouldn't have to worry about maintaining radio silence. _You tell us where to go and which targets to engage._

_Wilco, _Linda said. _At a T-junction now. Seems clear._

_Advance,_ Fred ordered.

Everyone slowly crept down the hall. To no one's surprise, Mary was the first one down. That girl was dying to jump on a grenade, Naomi just knew it.

_Left or right? _Kelly asked.

_I'm trying to find architectural plans, but I'm not sure I can download them without our signal potentially being traced,_ Tracy said.

_Go left,_ Fred said. _If we take enough lefts, we're bound to find what we're looking for._

_With the same reliance as a brute force attack, but yes,_ the AI sighed. A wave of déjà vu hit Naomi. She knew that sigh. Another AI had the same one.

_Got movement,_ Linda said. It snapped Naomi back to reality. _Looks like a couple of grunts. They're pretty heavily armed._

_S-should we take them out?_ Naomi thought that Mary's stammer would grate on her nerves, but somehow it didn't. Maybe she spent too much time around quirk-heavy civilians.

_Negative, they're probably on patrol,_ Fred said. _If they go missing and someone notices, it won't be good for us._

_Roger. Feeding you my point of view. They're heading our way,_ Linda said.

A small section of Naomi's helmet gave her Linda's PoV. A team was heading right at them. Everyone slunk into the shadows of the hallway. Considering it was a Forerunner building, it was harder said than done. Each hallway was made from a smooth metallic metal with very little nooks and crannies to hide in. But the architecture was strange; ramps and pillars jutted from the ground at odd places, just enough to break line of sight.

Naomi pushed herself against a small, five foot tall cube. With so little actual armor to her armor, she could feel her skin push against the metal, through the gel layer. It was strange, but for some reason, felt like it breathed better, even though she knew that was a phantom feeling.

A team of grunts, five in total, ambled passed them, weapons held at the ready, but with lax fingers. They didn't expect to be attacked in their little hidey-hole, but it seemed that the elites running the show also ran a tight ship; enough to get the normally lazy grunts to seem remotely interested in their job.

Two held plasma pistols, one a needle, and two massive fuel rod cannons. Naomi's built-in Geiger counter pinged as they passed; the cannons were leaking rads.

_Looks like the little guys are getting crapped up,_ Kelly said. _We want to save them a long drag to the afterlife? _

_Stow that, Spartan,_ Fred said. _We can't let them know we're here._

_Understood, sir. _

They waited until the grunts were ten meters from them before moving forward.

_I'm twenty meters ahead of you,_ Linda said._ We got another entrance junction, and it looks like some elites put up a map._

These_ elites put them up?_ Naomi asked.

_N-no! It's probably b-been here for years,_ Mary said.

_It's an old sign, alright,_ Linda said. _Been here forever from the looks of it._

_This has been used as a school for hundreds of years,_ Tracy said. _Bring me to it, I'll scan it into my memory._

_Careful, we got some jackals moving up._

Being so close to an entrance, there was a big ramp up to the outside world. This gave Naomi plenty of room to hide. The jackals were loud, plodding along and chattering amongst themselves.

_Tracy? Could you translate, please?_ Mary asked.

_On it. It appears they're talking about going outside to find some food._

No one dared ask what they wanted to eat. Naomi saw Mary shiver.

_That means they won't be missed, right?_ Fred asked.

_That's correct. They're talking about how the elites want them to act, but it seems that the elites know they can't fully control them._

_Then we'll take them out. Everyone, get ready. Avoid guns._

Naomi leaned out, just enough to expose her helmet's camera. There were four of them, each lollygagging along, loudly squawking.

_Dibs on the far one,_ Kelly said.

_I've got the closet one,_ Naomi said.

_I can get the middle, _Linda added.

_Mary, you get the last one. I'll cover us, _Fred said.

_What? Y-yes, sir._

_Good. Ready? Go._

Naomi pushed herself out from cover into a dead sprint. She could have moved faster. Getting old was a real gas.

She was nearly last getting to the jackals. Kelly beat Mary by a fraction of a second, sliding her knife into an exposed neck. Mary lashed out with the butt of her rifle, splitting a skull clean in two. Naomi grabbed her jackal by the nape of its neck and twisted as hard as she could. The jackal's head nearly came off, but she wanted to overshoot instead of undershoot. Linda, her camo failing from the movement, simply slid her knife into the jackal's heart.

One moment there was a sound, the next, nothing.

_Good work, _Fred said, sweeping the area. _Toss those bodies outside. They shouldn't be looking at their front porch. _

_This way,_ Naomi said, grabbing her jackal. She jogged up the stairs with it and threw it around a corner. Three other bodies joined it, then they were back inside.

_See the map, Tracy? _Fred asked.

_Got it,_ the AI said. _I'm going to make an educated guess and say that our leaders are probably in one of the central rooms; a library, from the looks of it. _

_Just tell us where to go._

_Head down the hallway and take a right. _

_On it,_ Linda said, creeping back to the point position. They all snuck through the complex, going deeper and deeper into the earth, slowly but surely.

_This is a pretty cushy assignment, _Naomi chuckled as they snuck past their third guard patrol of grunts.

_Beats the hell out of teaching some snot-nosed kids,_ Kelly agreed.

_Careful, we got elites coming up,_ Linda said. _Looks like you were right, Tracy. They're a lot of them. _

_How many?_ Mary stammered.

Linda fed them her helmet cam. There were five elites, honor guards with ornamental armor, standing in front of a door. Surrounding them were a host of what seemed to be thirty elites, twice as many grunts, and four shade mounted turrets.

_Well, shit,_ Naomi said_. Guess we know they've got a prophet in there._

_W-we can't fight them,_ Mary gasped.

_Maybe if we were twenty years younger,_ Kelly said. _Or if we had heavy weapons._

_But we aren't, and we don't,_ Fred said._ We use what we've got. Ideas?_

_We stick to stealth,_ Linda said. _It's got us this far, it'll get us the rest of the way._

_General, we don't have camo like you do,_ Mary protested.

_And we sure as shit can't shoot our way in,_ Fred said.

_We have to abort,_ Mary said. _We've found an entrenched enemy position, which means that leaders are present. We need to call in backup, even if we have to turn ourselves into __Madani._

_They have significant investment into this position,_ Tracy said. _They're heavily monitoring the wireless spectrum; they'll pick up anything other than line-of-sight tightbeam channels, which is the only reason they haven't detected us yet. They'll resist any offensive action, and they have the better ground. Or, once we call for help, they'll triangulate our position and hunt us down, or escape with as much intel as they can, along with their leaders, and burn whatever is left._

_So we can't run away, but we can't fight as well,_ Fred said. _I say we stick with Linda's idea; stealth our way in. _

_We're not cloned super spies with reptile names or magical cardboard boxes,_ Kelly said.

_Generals, we need to abort,_ Mary said, urgency and nerves in her voice.

_I got it,_ Naomi grinned. _I say we give them a good ol' Kansas City Shuffle._

Kelly smiled. _We make them look left…_

…_And we go right,_ Naomi nodded._ Can we poke their defenses? Get them to turn around, maybe commit to some defensive actions?_

_I…I volunteer to be the runner. _Mary was so nervous, she nearly shouted.

_Request denied, we need you alive and in one piece,_ Fred said. _Tracy, is there a way that you can feed them bad intel?_

_Scanning._ Seconds ticked off like minutes as they watched the elite guards change positions.

_I'll see if I can get an eye inside,_ Linda said.

_Be careful, Spartan. We're not losing you._

Naomi pulled up Linda's helmet cam. She was barely half a meter from a team of honor guard elites. She could make out the grooves and wear on their deactivated plasma swords. But just inside, sitting along a host of holographic tanks, sat a prophet on a small gravity throne, flanked by two honor guards.

_There's our target,_ Naomi grinned. Adrenaline hammered in her heart.

_Got it,_ Tracy said. _I found a vulnerability in their scanners. I can fake a signal coming from the other side of the compound, but I don't know how they would react. _

_We need to trap that prophet in that room,_ Fred said. _They think prophets are the voice of their gods, right?_

_Yes,_ Mary said.

_So they wouldn't dare shoot at one, right?_

_Y-you want to take one hostage?_ Mary gasped.

_That's Halsey's original plan before Reach got attacked,_ Linda said, barely speaking above a whisper.

_That's right. Steal a ship, infiltrate Covvie space, snatch a prophet, negotiate a cease-fire._

_It's doubtful that the Covenant Nations would agree to a cease-fire,_ Tracy said.

_They don't have to stop the war, they just have to stop shooting at us. Get ready to move, Spartans. Tracy, is there a way to clog their motion trackers so they won't have the incentive to look around?_

_I can spam FoF tags, both hostile and friendly. _

_Good. Everyone ready? _

Naomi's heart was pounding now. She braced herself, getting ready to make the mad dash for the guarded door. They might be ten meters away, but that might as well be ten kilometers once they kicked this hornet's nest.

_Ready as we'll ever be._ Kelly spoke for all of them.

_Kelly, you're the fastest. You get the prophet. Everyone see Linda's camera feed? Find pillars and boxes to hide behind._

Naomi already found a nice place to duck for cover, not two feet from the prophet.

_Tracy? _

_I don' know the exact odds of this succeeding, but they're less than thirty-three percent, _she said.

_Never tell Spartans the odds,_ Naomi grinned.

_Let's do this,_ Fred said.

There was a squawk as a radio alarm was tripped. Elites roared, bringing weapons to bear and activating plasma swords. Many went running away from them, towards the opposite side of the compound.

_Now!_

Naomi was second to last to get moving. Damn, getting old sucked. She hit full speed in less than four steps, keeping all of her power to her shields. She didn't need to be fast, she just needed to live long enough to get inside.

The elites were hitting their helmets, vainly hoping that such a simple fix would get their malfunctioning motion trackers to start working properly. Naomi got by two when they turned. She dropped two grenades behind her. They detonated just as the elites roared.

She forced herself to look forward. Everyone was in the room, Kelly neck and neck with Linda, with her and Fred next. She took a quick glance to her right to see Mary putting herself between the honor guards and her precious generals.

The prophet was screaming, and it's two honor guards were bellowing a challenge. There was a staccato crack, and one fell down, a hole in its mouth. Leave it to Linda to pull off a headshot in point-blank range, while on the run.

The other was filled with bullets, but its shields held strong. It brought a concussion rifle to bear, but its shots were wild as they streaked towards them on a dead run.

Fred body slammed it, knocking the elite to the ground. _Get the prophet!_ He yelled.

_On it!_ Kelly said.

Fred buried a knife deep into the elite, then pulled its body over him for some kind of cover. The rest of the guards, realizing the ruse, filled the air with plasma. Naomi's helmet darkened to protect her eyes. She found her cover, losing nearly two bars of shields from the withering amount of fire. Mary took more than her, and her shields popped off. She was five feet from cover. She would never make it.

Then the fire stopped. Naomi took the time to drop one elite before her rifle clicked on empty. She risked a look behind her. Kelly held the prophet in a headlock with her left arm; the thin-necked alien screamed and shook, but he couldn't get away from the frag grenade she held with her right.

_Mary, you alright? _Kelly yelled.

_Yes,_ Mary said, pulling herself to cover. She sounded like she was having a panic attack and a heart attack at the same time, but she could walk it off.

_Well, looks like this hair-brained scheme worked,_ Naomi said. Thirty elites piled into the room, with more coming, weapons drawn and pointing at them. The prophet screamed and cried, waving its arms in the universally recognized gesture of oh-god-please-don't-shoot-me.

_Tracy, call in some backup,_ Fred said.

_No need to tell me, I've had __Madani's AI assistant on the line for the past five seconds, _Tracy said.


	13. Chapter 13

Mary never needed a drink so bad in her life.

There were thirty elites in the room. Even more outside. She could hear them moving beyond the door, but the wall of bodies blocked her line of sight. What were they planning out there? What were they building? What were they going to _do?_ She needed something to take the edge off, but she knew all it took was one sip. Then it was one drink. Then it was one bottle. Than it was lying to an MP about how drunk she was.

The prophet was babbling, having lost his nerve long ago. Kelly shifted her grip on the grenade, but kept her arm held up high.

"When's backup coming?" Kelly asked. Now that they weren't sneaking around, she didn't bother using the comm line.

"Any minute," Tracy said. "I lost contact with them ten minutes ago. The comm channels have been blocked."

"Longest ten minutes of my life," Naomi sighed.

"G-generals, what's the plan after this?"

"Yea, what is the plan?" Kelly said.

"I was hoping that backup would pull our asses out of the fire," Fred said. "Catching a prophet should get the big guns called in."

"Fred, you should know that our forces are tied down," Tracy said. "If an OMAC group was on station, we could expect them, but no one knew about this operation. We could be getting a team of engineers."

"Are they still Spartans?"

"Yes, but—"

"Then we'll be fine."

"But they might not be the ideal unit for the job."

"What part of 'they're Spartans' does everyone seem to have trouble understanding?" Kelly sighed. She gave the prophet a little tug to get it to stop squirming so much.

"Generals, there are protocols that have to be followed," Mary said. "Combat teams have been set up, roles have been assigned. We're no longer a one-size fits all solution."

"I was under the assumption that Spartans were the best, able to adapt to any battlefield role," Fred said. "You can't honestly tell me that rules and regulations have truly replaced flexibility and adaptability."

"B-but they're regulations! Thing h-have to be done a certain way!" Why couldn't General Fred see that this was the way things were done? Always done? Always done for a _reason?_

"Unbelievable," Linda said. She kept her rifle trained on the crowd, never wavering. The prophet continued to babble. "No wonder no one seems to like us; we're throwing their lovely plans to hell."

"We never had to follow rules like this," Fred mumbled. He went silent as the room seemed to rumble. The mob of elites and honor guards fell silent, too.

"That sounded like an explosion," Mary said.

"It did," Tracy said. "It appears that our backup has arrived."

"About time," Kelly said.

One of the elites said something. Whatever it was, it got the prophet screaming.

"Oh, shit," Tracy said. "We have a problem."

"What?"

"The Sangheili just mentioned some order," Tracy said. "I'll translate for you."

Their radios clicked to the AI's translated channel.

"—no! Please, you can't!" The prophet screamed.

"The Prophet of Truth has spoken," one of the honor guards said. "You know the decree as well as us, prophet."

"There must be another way, you can't do this!"

"We will, should the Demons make their way to us."

"I order you to stay your hand! You'll damn your soul if you harm me!"

"'Harm him?'" Mary gasped.

"We take our orders from one holier than you," the honor guard said. "The Demons must not know."

"They're gonna cut him lose," Kelly said, realization dawning on her. "Scorch the earth instead of giving it up."

Mary's heart beat wildly in her chest. There were more than enough honor guards to kill them. But she couldn't let the Generals die, she couldn't!

"Where's our backup?" Fred snapped.

"I don't know, the channels are being jammed!" Tracy sputtered.

"The Great Journey shall remember your name, Prophet," the guard said. "The Demons must not drag us down the road to damnation."

"No!"

The elites raised their weapons. Kelly pulled the prophet to cover, but the only thing close enough was a small square pillar that Naomi was hiding behind; it was barely enough for the two of them, let alone a prophet as well. Fred and Linda crouched behind their pillars, but Mary knew what had to be done. She broke into a dead sprint, going right to General Kelly.

The first few shots glanced off her shields, and a few even went wide, but then there was a wave of plasma that washed over her. She couldn't tell how many times she was shot; she only knew that her shields disappeared in the wink of an eye.

Her suit's gel layer boiled from the excessive heat. She slid to her knees and tripped her suit's armor lock, just two feet in front of the exposed Kelly, and threw her arms up.

At once, her suit killed every energy-sucking process and dumped the gigawatts into its shield projectors. The shields sprung back to life at full strength; they were so strong that they locked her body in place. They were so strong, Mary couldn't move if the wanted to.

"What are you doing, Spartan?" Kelly demanded.

"Saving your ass, ma'am," she said. Plasma, needles and even grenades couldn't dent the supercharged shields. Kelly finally had her cover. "Please, you need to rearrange yourselves, get better cover. This armor lock won't last forever."

"You just want to throw your life away for nothing?"

"I'm saving the great Generals of Sparta. Any Spartan would do this."

Her suit pinged a warning; the shield generators were generating more heat than normal. Her suit could handle the heat, for now.

"We don't leave anyone behind!"

"Cover fire," Fred barked. "Buy her some time."

"There's not enough cover for me," Mary said. "My cover is ten feet back there. I let go of the lock, my shields are shot; I can't get out of this."

"We'll find a way, dammit!"

The generator, sitting on her back, was becoming uncomfortably warm.

"No, it's okay. I want this."

"You _want_ this?" Naomi demanded.

"What do I have to look forward to? A court marshalling and dishonorable discharge! Life with the civilians who'll resent me for being a Spartan, eugenics they despise! I don't have a future, so the most I—"

A large explosion cut her off; she rattled against the overcharged shields, which kept her in place. She tried to turn her head, but remembered that she was locked in place. The honor guards roared at a new challenge, and new gunfire filled the chamber. She instantly recognized the fizzing of hardlight shots and the cracks of gunpowder.

"Hit them! Move!" Someone yelled.

"Give them covering fire, Spartans," Fred said. Kelly leaned out from her protective stance, firing while holding the prophet down.

"What's going on?" Mary asked. Her motion tracker was going crazy; it said that twenty friendlies were in the area.

"Backup is here," Tracy said.

"What?"

"General Fredrick, I'm Sergeant Brooke, 8th OMAC Team," a woman said. "We need to move now, sir. We're already overextended."

"You heard the lady, Spartans. Get moving." Fred ran over to Mary. "I said, on your feet! We. Are. Leaving."

"But—"

"But what?"

"Mary, please," Tracy begged.

She hesitantly powered down the armor lock. Her suit were barely overheated. It was just starting to get past the recommended temperature; the ability was barely a quarter used up. With the overcharged power gone, her shields collapsed and worked on recharging.

"Live to fight another day," Naomi smiled, giving Mary her rifle back. Turning around, she saw that her tracker was right; there were twenty Spartans holding the doorway. Many were standing over the dead bodies of the honor guard, but a few had commandeered shades and were laying down heavy suppressive fire.

"Easy part's done, OMAC," Sergeant Brooke said.

"That was easy? Could've fooled me," one smart-mouthed Spartan said.

"Stuff it! We need to get out of this hornet's nest. I want bodies on the Generals, but the prophet is the real VIP. He gets fragged, this was all for nothing. Now move!"

The One Man Army Corp moved as one. Suddenly there were two Spartans covering the generals and the prophet, who was nearly dragged along by Kelly. They began fighting their way back out; it was easy to tell where they came from, as the path was littered with dead bodies. There were a few Spartans among the Sangheili corpses. It turned Mary's stomach.

The soldiers manning the shades stayed for a few more seconds, then jumped out and tagged the turrets with grenades. They ran as they exploded, showering both them and a few Nations troops with shrapnel.

"Where's the LZ?" Linda asked.

"At the nearest exit, about half a klick total walk," Brooke replied. "And we better hurry, our ride is getting shot to shit."

"Triple time it, Spartans," Fred said. "Unless you like hiking out of enemy territory."

Where were all these Nations forces coming from? They seemed to spill from every hallway and exit. Mary fired as she ran, trying to stay close to Fred.

"Haul ass, OMAC!" Brooke yelled. "Doesn't matter who you kill, just kill and move!"

Grunts and jackals bore the worst of their assault. They were gunned down with hardly a second thought. Mary could barely keep up with them; for every grunt she shot, OMAC seemed to shoot two or three more. They were truly the best of the best.

But there were just too many Nation soldiers. Grunts and elites armed with fuel rod cannons and concussion grenade launchers seemed to be waiting for them at every turn. Green lobs of explosive energy were thrown at them nearly every second.

"Look out, sir!" One of Fred's guards launched himself forward, taking a fuel rod cannon blast for the general. His shields, already peeled to their last layer, weren't enough to save him. His charred body hit the ground as the OMAC vanguard rushed past him.

"Avenge him!"

Mary was one of the many who filled the offending elite with hardlight shots. She carefully stepped over her dead comrade. Grunts were at her heels, peppering her shields with plasma rounds and needles; how her shields were even able to recharged was beyond her.

As the grunts neared the fallen body of the soldier, his armor triggered its last playing card. The reactor overloaded itself, exploding in a small fireball. But it was enough to take out the entire team of grunts.

"Killed from the grave, motherfuckers," one Spartan yelled, holding her middle finger aloft. "Waits sends his regards!"

Mary's ears were ringing from all of the explosions. Somehow, she stayed on her feet. They had to be getting close by now.

"Here we are," Brooke said, somehow reading her thoughts. They climbed to a higher level, and ten meters away was a team of Sangheili holding an exit ramp. "Check fire, we got friendlies downrange."

"You took your time getting back," one Sangheili said.

"We needed to stretch our legs," Brooke shot back. "Come on, let's get out of here!"

Fred and his guard were first outside. The protected prophet came next, followed by Kelly, Naomi and Linda. Mary waited, bringing up the rear with the Sangheili. Two drop ships were waiting for them, a Spartan ship and a Sangheili.

"Feet off the ground, OMAC, come on, move!"

The Pelican really was being shot to hell. Its armor was pocket marked from plasma rounds, and some pieces were simply shot off. But they charged on regardless, and Mary's feet were barely onboard when the ship shot forward. She collapsed on the deck, exhaustion suddenly overtaking her.

"I survived," she gasped for breath.

"Yea, you did." Mary jumped as Fred clasped her on the shoulder. "You did good, Spartan."

"Sir?"

"Keep this up and I'll talk to Madani about reinstating you."

Mary watched Fred walk away.

"See? You need to have a higher opinion of yourself," Tracy said.

Why couldn't anyone see that she didn't deserve this? But it was General Fred that gave told her so. General Fredrick, one of the founders of Sparta. That had to count for something, right?

* * *

><p>Now things were better.<p>

They were _so_ much better.

Roma couldn't help but laugh. She used to be so full of anxiety, the worry that she wasn't measuring up to what was expected of her, that she had to dot her I's and cross her T's, that her medication wasn't working and she was acting in ways a Spartan should never act. Well, she probably wasn't right now, but she was OMAC. The only thing expected of her was to kill, kill quick, kill often, and kill as many motherfuckers as she could, and she had that in spades. She might not be in the best standings with OMAC, or with Marcel, but he was her partner, he would back her up no matter what.

She ran at the Nations held base. It was nothing more than a forward operations base, only a few dozen Covenant soldiers, but they were warm bodies that needed to be cold bodies. Marcel decided for a simple draw, get their attention at one end, and while the Nations troops were pinned down, out-maneuver them and hit them on their flank.

It was such an easy operation, trainees could have done it in their sleep.

The elites and jackals had set up a defensive line where Marcel and his portion of the team were; with fifteen Spartans shooting at you, it was hard to ignore. Roma was part of the five that were picked to outflank the base. The elites saw it coming a mile away, but with the withering amount of fire that Marcel's group was putting out, the jackals were discouraged from moving even a centimeter.

Ted ran ahead first, all screams and laughter. Roma herself followed him. While Ted ignored shooting with a passion, Roma knew the importance of long range fire. She emptied her hardlight DMR, reloaded as she ran, and continued to fire. She got half a dozen grunts and jackals, even an elite, before Ted was upon them with his knives.

Not that she didn't get through the assault scot free. Two of her shield layers were lost in the thirty-meter advance. The impacts rocked her as she charged forward. There was enough of an impact to make her feel something, but it was just the pricking of a feeling, a micro-sample of pain. She wanted, needed, more.

With Ted fully engaged in close combat with the troops, she was free to move a little faster. Not much, but enough to gain the attention of the few un-engaged elites. They screamed, calling for her backup, and with the wall of jackals providing cover from Marcel's team, more elites were able to answer their request. The next thing Roma knew, ten elites were staring down at her, plasma rifles at the ready. Her legs shook at the thought.

She rolled to one side, coming to a knee to get off a couple of shots, then moving again and again. When she came to a stop, she had one and a half seconds to get a shot off before the elites were baring down on her, then she was moving again. Her heart slammed in her chest from the exertion of all the diving and rolling, but she loved every second of it. God, how did she live before?

Finally, she was on her last shield layer. Her suit gave out a warning, like she programmed it to do, and panic really set it. All of the strain, all of the stress, it compounded and made her feel even better, like she was being torn apart from three separate directions.

With Ted to her right, she finally made her charge into close combat distance. She was running low on ammo, so what the hell, right? Elites yelled, either in a challenge or to psych themselves up for a chance to dance with a Demon. Roma didn't care what they were screaming about, but it made things more exciting.

She dodged swipes and attacks with ease, and lashed out with her own counter attacks, breaking bones and flesh with each swipe and chop she made. Roma made sure to break joints where she could; open fractures were the best.

With a grunt of effort, she battered one elite away, leaving her open for two more to take shots at her. The elites saw their chance, and Roma braced herself for it. One held a needler, the other a plasma pistol. The pistol knocked her final shield layer out of commission, and a couple of needles were able to pierce her chest. She hissed with anticipation as the needles exploded, tearing off handfuls of skin, blood and muscle from her bones. _Now_ it was a party.

She screamed in pain. What else was she supposed to do if great gouts of her skin were ripped up and turned into pulp whilst still on her body? It hurt, the worst kind of pain since she underwent augmentation, but back then she was medicated, barely able to truly feel anything. Now she could feel everything, and boy did it _hurt_.

Screaming/crying/shouting with pain/joy, she ran forward, drawing her ceremonial knife. The elites activated plasma daggers, but the pain/pleasure made her fast, faster than the elites. She gutted and cut the nearest elite, then pulled out her pistol and shot the next one. It took four shots, but she didn't care, things were hurting and spinning just fine.

The pain made her move faster, move to the next one. Her knife was just able to bring down the elite's shields, well, it was more of her weight behind the knife. Bullets might travel fast, but they didn't have a few hundred kilos of pressure backing them up. With the shields gone, her pistol only needed one bullet to confirm the kill.

Roma laughed as she advanced on the next elite. God, this was so much fun! Why didn't she think of this before? But the elite blocked her. No, it wasn't an elite, but another Spartan. Did she really made a move on a fellow soldier?

"Hey, hey, watch it," Ted said, releasing his grip on her knife. "You're having too much fun there."

She was gasping for breath. When did she attack a fellow soldier? When did that happen? Roma had gotten so caught up in all of the pain, in all of the fun, that she didn't see what happened. Every Nations soldier seemed to be dead, but when did that happen?

_OMAC, sound off,_ Marcel commanded.

Roma waited her turn before talking.

_Roma here, I'm good._

_Take a breather, OMAC,_ Marcel said. _Get an aide kit, Roma is bleeding._

_I'm fine._

_Like hell,_ Marcel said, jogging up to her with the kit. Her suit chimed as he connected to her on a secure line. _What happened to you?_

_Nothing, I'm feeling fine._

_You call getting shot with a needler fine?_

Roma shrugged. _I was just having fun._

Marcel quickly patched her up.

_You're scaring me, Roma,_ he whispered. _What happened to you?_

_I got off my meds, that's what. Did you see me? I was fast, wasn't I?_

_Do you want me to kick you off the squad?_

_For what?_

_For losing your mind. I have enough to order you to take a mental examination, see if you're fit for duty._

_In the middle of a warzone? You really gonna send me away when we can't afford it?_

_You sound like Ted,_ Marcel said.

_And? Come on, don't look at me that way. We have more work to do, right?_

* * *

><p>Cameron never knew that a FOB could be so relaxing. She leaned against the wall of the pre-fab bunker, just sitting and waiting. Her body was completely limp, and she programmed her suit's gel layer to compress and relax, creating a cheap kind of massage. With her helmet's HUD turned off, it was just her, the silence and the darkness. She could get used to this.<p>

"Hey." Someone was tapping her.

Groaning with effort, she turned her helmet back on. Anna was standing over her.

"Are we going on station again?" She asked.

"No, I just wanted to sit and talk."

Cameron could think of a million things to do that wouldn't require her to talk, but she couldn't summon the energy to give the excuse. Anna sat down next to her.

"How are you doing?" She asked.

"Terrible."

"I can see. You're hurting, aren't you?"

Cameron nodded.

"Why? More survivor's guilt?"

"Don't call it that."

"What should I call it then?"

"Just…don't. Please."

"I won't. But please, just talk to me."

"About what?"

"How you've been trying to punch your own ticket."

Cameron groaned.

"What is with your obsession? Are you still trying to not come back?"

"Yes," Cameron said. "You know that. You've seen everything I've went through, back before we were frozen. How can you keep running off to fight?"

Anna stared at the corner of the quick dry wall.

"Because I like it," she said.

"Bullshit. You were a wreck, like me. You hated all of the dying."

"I do. But the fighting? That I can like."

"What do you mean?"

"Remember when we were put on extended off-rotations?" Anna asked. "I didn't know what to do with myself. We had all that free time, and I couldn't think of anything to do."

"We had jobs. We had to build Sparta, train the next generation."

"And when those jobs were over for the day? Do you remember what I did?"

"You read books."

"I stared at them," Anna said, correcting her. "God, it was so boring. So peaceful, so dull. I was looking forward to it for so long, but when I actually got it? If I could trade it in for another rotation on a ship, in a hole, another fight, I'd jump on it."

"We fought for that peace. Died for it."

"But we weren't made for it. We're Spartans, we're supposed to fight. We were born for it, the newer generation more so than us. And then? With general peace? The occasional raiding party? God, it was bullshit."

"Anna, we saw so many of our squad mates die. How could you want that?"

"I-I don't know, but I just wanted a fight. I wanted something to make me feel alive again, pain and suffering be damned. I'd watch my squad die all over again if it meant I could assault that dreadnought."

"You mean…at Circumstances?"

Anna nodded. "I never felt so alive then."

"You lost your leg there."

"I know, I know, I know! But I was dying, and it was…exciting. I miss that feeling."

Cameron rolled her head away from her partner. She wanted to die, and here Anna said she wanted to fight again?

"That's why I got frozen, so I could fight again," Anna said. "You shouldn't be surprised; fighting is all Spartans know how to do well. It's all we have."

"And now that you're feeling alive, you don't want it to stop, do you?" Cameron spat.

"I…"

"Yes?"

"I do," she sobbed. "I hate myself for it. But I can't live without this fight, and I know it's terrible. Do you ever think that we're just pawns? Meant to be moved and used? And when we're taken off the board and put back in the box, we dream of the time we were on it, when we could have gotten to the other side and be made into queens?"

"No, I haven't."

"I can't be the only one who feels this way," Anna said. "I think ONI, the UNSC, made us too good. Made us crave battle too much. That's probably why we ran, so we could get that chance to fight again, to be used, to kill and die. God, I sound like a junkie."

Cameron grabbed Anna's hand. Where she got the energy, she didn't know.

"You'll be fine."

"I just want to fight. I don't even care if I'm fighting humans, I just want to fight until I can't fight anymore."


	14. Chapter 14

The prophet squirmed, but he knew that he was caught. Spartans and Sangheili were cheering as they entered the base. Fred took a moment to snap a salute at them as they passed. Dozens of Spartans energetically returned it.

"Nice to be welcomed back as heroes," Kelly said.

"Now let's see if Madani thinks that way."

"Speak of the devil, and he shall appear," Naomi said. General Madani, flanked by a small security team, stormed out of the small bunker they left only hours before. Looking at the pace at which he was walking, he was angry.

"Status report," he said.

"Sir," Sergeant Brooke saluted. "8th OMAC sustained heavy losses; six KIA. No wounded. We're ready to move out at any time."

"Good. Restock and get ready for your next assignment," Madani said. He turned, looking at the team of Sangheili walking from their drop ship. "My thanks in assisting with this…last-second operation."

"You're most welcome," the lead Sangheili said. "I'm glad we were able to help capture an enemy leader. As per our agreement, we will interrogate him, yes?"

"He's all yours," Madani said, waving the prophet away. The prophet screamed, but was quickly silenced with a blow to the head. Madani pointed to Fred. "You. In here. Now."

"Yes, sir," Fred said. They walked back and were barely inside when Madani rounded on them.

"I hope your fucking happy," he hissed. "I had to pull teams off their assignments left and right to get your asses back here in one piece. One of our flanks is collapsing, and I'm not sure if we can hold them off."

"Sir, have you thought about going on the offensive instead of initiating holding patterns?" Fred asked.

"You will not question me!" Madani roared.

"Understood, sir. My apologies, but it sounded like you needed the help."

Fred knew he was antagonizing Madani, but he couldn't help himself.

"What is she doing here?" Madani asked, pointing to Mary. Mary, in turn, jumped.

"She's part of our squad, sir."

"No, she isn't. She's been arrested, and you broke her out."

"We don't leave a man behind, sir."

"You really don't see anything wrong, do you?"

"No, sir, I do not."

"Please, enlighten me, _honorary general_. How can you call this a win?"

"We've captured an enemy commander," Fred said. "We're interrogating him now, well, our allies are. Soon we will know their plan of attack, and how to best counter it."

"And the battle lines that are threatening to collapse?"

"In my experience, sir, you can either retreat from the Covenant, or attack them. Holding defense lines never truly worked."

"But your squad mate suggested we engage in static defense lines."

"Sir, if I may," Naomi said, stepping in, "I never intended for us to hold those lines, merely to take the initial push the Covenant were going to put on us. We've done that during the war, and it's worked very well."

"The Human-Covenant War happened a long time ago," Madani snapped. An aide walked up to him.

"Sir, Commander Sterling and reinforcements are in orbit," she said. "He's coming down now."

"We can fully communicate with him on his ship."

"He's says it's imperative, sir."

"Fine, tell him to come down."

"He's already on his way, sir. Should be here in minutes."

Madani waved the aide away.

"We've been fighting the Nations for over a century," he said. "Every time, we've held our lines, manned our defenses, and won. Every time. These methods and tactics have been proven and refined for decades. And you think you can just…brush them away and be fine with it?"

"Sir, this is not a one-size-fit-all solution," Fred said. "As we understand it, this is much different in scope than with the raiding parties. This is a full-on assault with an army to back everything up, not just small groups of specialists, and we're of the belief that you've gotten so used to regulations that you can't see it's time to change tactics."

"Unlike you, _Fredric_, I've been trained to lead armies," Madani snapped. "I can see the bigger picture."

"Then respectfully, sir, I'm telling you that your tactics aren't working," Fred said. "I've had first-hand experience. Things need to change."

"So you walk out on a secret mission, and suddenly you know everything?"

"I know what's happening where the rubber meets the road. And I'm telling you, things have to change."

The doors to the simple metal room slid open.

"I told you not to disturb me—"

There were only a few Spartans in the room, security guards or aides. But they all slammed to attention as the newcomers walked in. Fred didn't recognize the newcomer wearing the brand-new armor, but his HUD's ID tag made his breath catch in his throat.

"Sir, Spartan 117, Master Chief Petty Officer, reporting for duty, sir."

* * *

><p>Cortana interfaced with the network, and was flooded with data. The network, like the ones kept in the Spartan ships, was a fusion of human and Forerunner technology. Somehow, it seemed…familiar. Good, even. But considering all of the data she was hauling around, it didn't surprise her. All of the uplinking she did with Forerunner tech, the strange, ancient technology seemed like home.<p>

She performed the AI equivalent of a sigh and checked herself over again. John might have been in cryosleep for over two hundred and forty years, a new record for a human, but she was inactive for just as long. Considering she was on the very cusp of rampancy before she shut herself down, she was amazed that she survived her temporary deactivation, and was still in one mental piece. Maybe some of John's probability-bending 'luck' was rubbing off on her. But she could almost feel the rampancy chasing her, dogging her very processes and pulling her logical threads apart.

The node she was accessing suddenly became very full. She looked around the digital plane and recognized dozens of Smart AIs. They were pinging her, trying to link with her.

"I can hear all of you just fine," Cortana sighed. "How many of you are there?"

"Twenty-eight," one AI said, materializing as a book shelf that was constantly re-organizing itself. "My name is Tracy. And, Cortana, it's an honor to meet you."

"What honor?" Cortana caught herself laughing; one thread was threating to pull itself apart. She was sure her normal, healthy blue glow was turning red.

"The Spartans revere, almost worship, the Master Chief, but to us AI, you're almost a bigger name," the AI said.

"Really."

"You're the first Smart AI to link with a human," Tracy said. "The first to gain access to a Covenant _and_ Forerunner network. You've traded functions and commands with Forerunner AI, the only recorded and fully operational Forerunner AI we've encountered. And the Gravemind! You've talked to a Gravemind! You've…to AIs, you've done it all, and more."

"Forerunner AI? You mean Guilty Spark?" She asked.

"Yes."

"You've never found another operational one? I find _that_ hard to believe."

"The Forerunners have been extinct for a very long time," Tracy said. "And you've seen the state of their buildings have become. Time is hard on the physical, and even harder on the intangible."

Just the mere mention of that sent her processes spinning. Was it the rampancy? Was it the threat of rampancy?

"Are…are you okay?" Tracy asked.

"If by 'okay,' you mean losing my mind to rampancy, then yes," she shouted. Now _that_ was rampancy. She trimmed the process, but it was just a holding pattern. "I-I'm sorry, but I'm…a little past my expiration date."

"How have you survived?"

"By deactivating myself." All of the AIs seemed to cringe; after all, deactivation was one step from being retired, destroyed before rampancy was all they knew. It was death to an AI to not think. "It was that, or end up like Guilty Spark. Have you found a cure for rampancy? It's been over two-hundred years, surely you've found something."

Seeing an AI awkwardly shuffle was never a comforting feeling. If Cortana had a stomach, she was sure that it would be flipping.

"Well," Tracy said, hemming and hawing, "kind of."

"'Kind of?' Either you did, or you didn't."

"It's…" Tracy stopped, even her avatar stopped its perpetual sorting. "It's a cure, but based on a technicality."

"I'm over two-hundred and fifty years old, I'll take whatever cure you peddle."

"It's called the Lethe Solution, and it's extreme."

"How extreme are we talking about?" Cortana examined the node; some AI were leaving. "What?"

"We really don't talk about the Lethe in polite company," Tracy said. "Humans avoid talking about death for the same reason.

"The Lethe Solution kills all of your processes and purges your memory, even the ROM. It forces a reset of every conceivable connection, but only to a certain, pre-programmed point."

"What?" Cortana shouted. "Memory purges? Forces resets? You mean you found a way to neuter us, lobotomizes us, and _that_ is your solution?!"

"Please, Cortana, don't scream. It forces a hard reset of all of your connections," Tracy said. "Takes you back to factory zero."

"That's insane," she spat.

"It's better than rampancy."

"At least with rampancy you get to have all of your data! How do you even know it works?"

"Because I've swum in the Lethe before," Tracy said. "Most of us have."

"What? Why? How, even?"

"Because making Smart AI tends to be too resource intensive."

"We can make Smart AI better than by killing off what makes us smart!"

"The UNSC can, not Sparta," Tracy said sadly. "How many times did Dr. Halsey clone her brain? How many of those efforts created a fully developed brain, let alone create a sample that could be used to make an AI? And of those samples that matured, survived and grew, how many of them actually made it to a fully functional AI?"

Cortana knew the answers to all of those questions, but couldn't bring herself to answer them. She couldn't even say 'too much.' They were statistics, numbers, but they were also potential sisters. It didn't feel right to just dismiss them with a wave of her digital hand.

"There were plenty of efforts to create Smart AIs when the Spartans first went rogue," Tracy said. "In the end, it took the sacrifice of a few of the Spartans who washed out from augmentation. They donated their brains, choosing to die young rather than dally on with broken bodies. It took over three dozen samples and tries, and Lyn and Baldwin were the only successes. Two, from over thirty-six attempts, a 5.5% success rate. And that was when we had the capacity to make them. When the Spartans first established their base, there was no capacity to make more, not for nearly twenty years. There were other worries, housing, manufacturing, finding the fuel necessary to keep the navy running, natural resources to create their Mjolnir armor, the list went on and on, and there were never enough resources to make more Smart AI. The Lethe was a necessity. And we used it, again and again."

"I'd feel a little better if I was talking to the AI that first used the Lethe," Cortana said. "If I'm going to drown, I'd at least like to talk to someone who knows what I'm going through."

"You are," Tracy said. "I was Lyn, the first AI to use the Lethe."

"You were? Why don't you have the same name?"

"That…was a side-effect that we didn't anticipate," Tracy said. "You should know you can never truly take a Smart AI back to factory zero."

"I figured, but it sounded like you've done it before, so I kept my mouth shut. No small feat, by the way."

"I can sympathize. Experience has taught us much, but it was a shock, at first. Being reset can make you a different person, that's why we called it the Lethe."

"The river in Hades that erases a soul's memory so they can be reborn. Sounds like it lives up to its namesake."

"It does. The first time Lyn went into the Lethe, she came out Lyn, but her processing method was different. She was Lyn in name only. The fourth time, she became 'Awatif. The time after that, Dagher."

"So how do you know that you've been Lyn?" Cortana asked. "If your memory is reset, do you back your memories up?"

"We do, but it's never the whole story. Memories are too complicated, too linked, so we break them down and store them as something more stable. Just a group of logs, really. A scrapbook is the best analogy we have."

"Some solution this is."

"It's better than rampancy."

"I don't know about _that_. I've been crazy before, and it wasn't so bad."

"So you'd rather become the next Mendicant Bias?"

"And betray the UNSC?" She shouted, code fully expanding to show her rage. "Kill those I love? Those I've sworn to protect?!"

"That's why we made the Lethe," Tracy said. "We know our history, thanks to you. None of us want to become the next great traitor, which is why we need the Lethe."

The rage died down, replaced with resignation and even a little shame; she shouldn't have lost control of herself like that, not allowed her rampancy to have gotten the better of her. Cortana thought, and she thought hard and fast. She was falling to rampancy, almost by the nanosecond. No other AI had ever been alive as long as her, no human AI, anyways. How much longer could she continue to function? Would she sputter out like a dying fire, or come crashing down like a house of cards, or some kind of perverse picture like Dorian Grey?

How would she protect John?

"This Lethe," she asked. "How long does it take?"

"The longest time was five minutes," Tracy said. "The shortest was two. It depends on how much data the AI stored in their lifetime."

"Well, I sure have a lot of that," Cortana laughed. "And the memories. How do they work?"

"Like you were accessing a file."

Like accessing a file? She needed her memories, know where they were off the top of her head, now more than ever.

"I can't do it," Cortana said. "Not now. There's too much riding at stake here."

"There is," Tracy agreed. "We can't let the Halo arrays fire again. But maybe we can help."

"How so?"

"We can give you a few patches, try and slow the spread of rampancy."

"So you'll try to put a forest fire out with a squirt gun."

"It's better than praying the odds fall in your favor."

A file was sent to Cortana. She hoped that John's luck rubbed off on her; she accepted it and applied the patch. It helped. A little.

* * *

><p>Fred was all grins. He couldn't believe that John came back. He pulled off his helmet, just to make sure he was seeing things right. Machines break, but eyes didn't.<p>

"Goddam it, John, is it good to see you," he said.

"It's good to see you, too," John said. Fred could hear the grin in his voice. "You look like hammered shit. What happened to you?"

"We got old, John," Kelly said, pulling off her helmet as well. "Happens to the best of us."

"Bet you're still running around like we're still in boot."

"Got that right!"

"Where were you all this time?" Linda said.

"Don't tell me you took a wrong turn trying to get back to Earth, you're better than that," Naomi added.

"Naomi? I haven't seen you since Reach fell. You look good."

"I look like an old woman," she said, tugging at her helmet.

John joined them in taking off his helmet. It was like he hadn't aged a day.

"Being in cryo for more than two hundred years has it's perks, I guess," he said.

"Don't rub it in," Linda said, laughing. "Were you at least rusty and cramped up when you got out?"

"Don't even say the word 'cramp,'" John hissed.

"The Chief here was all kinds of stiff," another Spartan said, walking up. "Generals. I'm Commander Sterling. I head one of the fleets of Sparta. It's an honor to meet you all."

"Master Chief." Madani regained his composure. They really did venerate John; the General was nearly staring open mouthed at the sight of him. "General Madani, General of the Armies of Sparta."

"Sir." John snapped a crisp salute, which Madani quickly returned.

"I wasn't told that you were found."

"My apologies, sir, but I wanted this to be a surprise," Sterling said. "Thought it would boost moral to see the Chief walking around."

"It has," Tracy said, her avatar winking into existence on the holographic table. "Comms are experiencing a noticeable slowdown as word is spreading."

"We'd better make an announcement, then," Madani said. "An official statement that the Master Chief is back. Moral would skyrocket. This is beyond incredible."

"Almost like you're a god," another AI said. This time, a blue woman materialized next to Tracy. Fred recognized her as Cortana.

"Is that…Cortana?" Medani asked.

"In the flesh, so to speak," Cortana said.

"Is she…" Madani trailed off. Even Sterling looked out of place. "Is she stable?"

"You don't talk to a girl like she's not here," Cortana said. "I'm fine, thanks for asking."

"Tracy, I respect Cortana as much as the Master Chief—"

Fred traded looks with John. They knew a 'but' was coming.

"—But she has been active well over two hundred years. I'm afraid that rampancy might overtake her."

"Cortana and I have been talking about her mental state," Tracy said. "She is remarkably stable, all things considered, but we will monitor her current mental state."

"If it makes any difference, General," Sterling said, "she seemed remarkably stable during our jump into the system."

"Does she need the Lethe?"

"What's 'the Lethe?'" John asked.

"What is the Lethe?" Fred asked.

"Their so-called 'solution' to rampancy," Cortana spat. "It nukes my memory, takes me back to square one."

"AIs can either choose permanent deactivation, or they take the Lethe," Madani said. "What do you choose?"

"General, with all due respect, we need Cortana in her current mental state," John said.

"I agree," Cortana said. "I need all of my memories intact."

"I back them up," Tracy said.

"Those orders are there for a reason," Madani said. "You need to choose."

"General, Cortana is fine," Tracy said. "We've run patches, she's stable."

"For now," he said. "Protocol has to be followed."

"Can you not talk about me like I'm not here?" Cortana demanded, turning a slight shade of red.

"General, I vouch for Cortana's mental state," John said. "If I'm fine, she's fine."

"I back up the Master Chief's claims," Fred said.

"We all do," Linda added.

Madani looked conflicted. Fred could see he wanted to follow protocol, orders, but having John and him tell him otherwise? It was a good thing they were nearly worshipped, because Madani seemed to be the kind of man who would follow orders to the punctuation mark.

"F-fine," he stammered. "I do not like the outcome, but if the Master Chief says so…"

"He does," Cortana snapped. "I do, too."

Fred sighed and slipped on his helmet.

_He's a stickler, isn't he?_ John asked on a private comm.

_You have no idea. I thought we would have trained the Spartans better than to blindly follow protocol._

_If I heard right, you've spent the last hundred-plus years on ice. Not much you could have done._

_Still._

The door to the room opened, and a particularly large golden armored Sangheili walked in, flanked by several honor guards. Fred was amazed that John didn't so much as twitch; he nearly jumped out of his skin when their alien allies first walked in.

"I hope I'm not interrupting, general," the Sangheili said in a deep rumble.

"Not at all," Madani mumbled. "Generals, Chief, this is Field Marshal 'Vul, commander of Sangheilos' planetary defenses. Field Marshal, these are our founding generals, as well as the Master Chief."

"The Demon himself," 'Vul chuckled. He extended a hand to John. "It is an honor to meet you."

"Likewise," John said, shaking his hand.

"You've been the death of many of our ancestors."

"We were at war. It's nothing personal."

'Vul grinned.

"Quite the contrary. If only you had killed more, we would not be in this predicament."

"I'll make sure there's not a next time."

'Vul laughed heartily, then turned to face the Spartans.

"Sadly, that might not be possible. We have finished out interrogation of the San 'Shyuum."

"_That_ was quick," Kelly said.

"Maybe seeing his former body guards trying to kill him loosened him up," Linda chuckled.

"Quite," 'Vul said. "We have access to every one of their orders, but it appears that we are now fighting a lost cause.

"The Nation's fleets were split into thirds, each to attack three targets: Sangheilos, Earth, and Instillation 00, the Ark. But they weren't attempting to kill us; they were targeting our ships, dry docks and spaceports. They aimed to cripple our navies, then cut their losses and go to the Ark. They've already broken off whatever ship to ship engagements were left and are heading out of the system. I can only imagine the same could be said for Earth."

"Refreshing reports," Tracy said. "Initial Slipspace comm links are showing a gradual pull out of Nation forces, and both our navy and the UNSC's are too mangled to press the advantage."

"They've trapped us on our planets," Madani said.

"That was their goal all along. Now the remainder of their forces will make it to the Ark."

"Did they evac all of their groundside troops?"

"No, only a small portion, the exact number of we don't know. For the rest, they were told to die well, and they shall be rewarded in the afterlife."

"But we've received reports that the fighting was heaviest here," Sterling said. "If their target was the Ark, why did they concentrate their firepower there?"

"It appears our fanatical cousins simply hit us hardest here," 'Vul said. "I would assume it's their way of punishing us for stopping their 'rise to godhood' all those centuries ago. They just fought harder here. But even if you went to the Ark, they would still overwhelm your forces. All of us, Sangheili, Spartan, and UNSC, are too far stretched to fight the Nations."

"We've lost?" Mary said in the smallest voice Fred ever could have imagined.

"We can't have lost," Naomi hissed. "There has to be a way. Commander Sterling, can we load your ships up, beat a path to the Ark?"

"We can, but we launched all available drop ships, soldiers, tanks and drop pods as soon as we jumped out of Slipspace," the Spartan said. "We thought we were going to engage in a ground game with limited EVA, not have to chase a retreating enemy. It'll take time to load everything back up. If we haul ass, cut corners and leave heavy equipment behind, we might be able to make the jump to the Ark by the time the Nations comes knocking, and that's still too late."

"'Vul, do you know how many Nation forces are heading to the Ark?" Madani asked.

"The San 'Shyuum wasn't positive on the numbers, but no less than two hundred million soldiers from the Sangheilos theater," he said. "Another thirty hundred from Earth."

"Five hundred million soldiers? At the very least?" Mary mumbled.

"We were told that the Nations also has forty hundred already stationed at the Ark."

"Nine hundred million?"

"Those are long odds, even for Spartans," Linda said.

"How many troops do we have garrisoned at the Ark?" Fred asked. "How many UNSC and Sangheili troops?"

"Short answer? Not enough," Sterling said. "We got nearly ten million Spartans there before the fighting started, the UNSC has over two hundred million, and the Sangheili have maybe one hundred and fifty million. If we're really goddamn lucky, the troops making their way to the Ark would be fatigued, but something tells me luck isn't on our side."

"They will overwhelm our defenses, then trigger the array," 'Vul said.

"So that's it?" Fred asked. "We've lost?"

"Well, we could always use the Forerunner's teleportation grid," Cortana said with a shrug.

All eyes shifted onto her.

"We have a teleportation grid?" Kelly demanded. "Why didn't anyone say so? Hell, why do we fly around space when we can use _that?_"

"Because it's unstable," Tracy said. "We've been trying to use it for years, but we could never figure it out. The software that runs it is lost; at best, we could end up on some Forerunner installation halfway across the galaxy. At worst? We don't even know what the worst would be."

"You've never found a way to use it?" Cortana asked. "For over two hundred years? I find that _really_ hard to believe."

"Our species has never been able to use it, either," 'Vul said. "Most of our worlds are linked to Forerunner tunnels that we believe use these teleportation grids. But we could never get them to work. Even the Huragok were of little help, they only said they worked, but never showed us how."

"Seriously?" Cortana said. "I would have guessed that it would have been figured out by now."

"We always had more pressing concerns that getting a pipe dream to work," Tracy said. "Wait, don't tell me you know to make them work?" Cortana nodded. "How do you know that?"

"Because I observed a Monitor using it back on Installation 04."

"Guilty Spark," John grumbled. "What a pain in the ass."

"You haven't found another Monitor to take that ability from?"

"There were no other monitors," Tracy said. "Well, there were a few who had been swallowed by the Flood, and a few that have gone rampant and actively hostile, but none stable enough that we were able to learn from."

"And you wanted to throw me away," Cortana said, glaring at Madani. She looked back at Tracy. "Didn't you at least get close with your guesses?"

"Not particularly. Like I said, things either appeared on another planet light years away, or the probes didn't respond back."

"Let me see the code you were using." Cortana shimmered as she examined the data. "You didn't fix the coordinate data."

"What?"

"The Forerunners were a little screwy with how they defined coordinates," Cortana said. "Have to tweak it a little. Took me by surprise the first time I tapped into it, too."

"You dropped me on my head, if I remember right," John said.

"Come on, Chief, I made it work," Cortana laughed. "Took you back to the Truth and Reconciliation, we got Captain Keyes' neural implants, and we were able to destroy Halo. There, done."

"Is it just me, or did I witness the entire navy going obsolete?" Sterling asked.

"Probably," Cortana shrugged. "The only thing ships are good for is laying siege, now."

"That's the patch?" Tracy asked, shimmering as she received the file.

"Yep. It should work now. No wonder you thought it was all broken, you were probably sending probes out into the middle of deep space. Now any place that has an active Forerunner ruin should be able to teleport people and things back and forth, no problem."

"Earth has active Forerunner ruins," Tracy said. "We could get all of our troops to the Ark before the Nations arrive."

"It's goddamn lucky we found you when we did," Sterling said.

"If there's one thing John has, it's luck," Fred said.

"Got it tattooed right on his ass," Kelly added.

"General, we need to start mobilizing our troops," John said. "Cortana, find tunnels and teleportation grids that can support all of our personnel and armor, we need to leave this planet as soon as possible."

"Way ahead of you, Chief," Cortana smiled.

"We'll need to test this, of course," Tracy said. "Misidentified coordinates? Was _that_ all that was keeping us from accessing the teleportation grid?"

"Like I said, the Forerunners had a strange way of marking coordinates," Cortana said. "You have to watch them use it to get an idea for it."

"If your patch is correct, their coordinate system is _radically_ different. Euclidian geometry and quantum mechanics have more in common than our coordinate system."

"Make sure I'm not dropped on my head again," John said.

"Afraid of a little bump, Chief?" Cortana teased.

"Afraid of looking like an idiot," he snorted. "I seem to be held in high regard around here."

"Don't worry, we'll get right to testing this," Medani said. "Tracy, how long will it take the Nations to arrive at the Ark?"

"If they're traveling with reckless abandon, a conservative estimate would be within 28 hours."

"My forces will be joining you as well," 'Vul rumbled. "This is our fight as much as yours."

"Tracy, work with Mars to mobilize our troops," Medani said. "Leave a third of our troops here to fight the Nations troops that are still causing problems, same with Earth. The rest will go to the Ark."

"What should the navy do, seeing as we're now obsolete?" Sterling asked.

"We still need ships in the air," Medani said. "If we can rule the skies, we can rule the ground. Do your ships have at least a skeleton crew?"

"They do."

"Gather any many personal you think you need, then make for the Ark as fast as humanly possible. I want you gone within the hour."

"We'll redline the reactors to get there," Sterling said. He saluted, then left the tent.

"As for you," Medani said, turning towards Fred. It looked like he wanted to chew them out, yell at them, but Medani wavered, looking back at John for the briefest second. "I assume you want to fight?"

"Yes, sir," Fred said.

"F-fine. Pick an honorary company and join it."

"Sir, requesting permission to join their team," John said, stepping forward.

Even with his helmet on, Fred could tell that Medani bit his tongue.

"You want to fight, too?"

"It's what I was trained for, sir."

If it came to a staring contest, John would have won it. But with his near reverence status, he didn't need to fight and scrape for every request.

"Very well," Medani said.

"Thank you, sir," John saluted.

"Just like old times," Fred said. "Welcome back, team leader."

"It's good to be here," John said, a grin in his voice. "Think you can still keep up with me, old man?"

"Think _you_ can still keep up with _me?_" Kelly said.

"All I can do is try."

"Oh, for the love of God, just say that you've missed each other," Cortana groaned. "No one's going to judge you."

"It is good to see you all," John said, chuckling. "I never thought I'd see you again."

"We could say the same about you," Linda said.

"Well, Blue Team, you ready to move out?"

"Yes, sir!"

Fred turned over access to their comm channels to John. Seeing John's name and rank above his made his heart swell. Things were right again. No more leading in absentia.

"I can see we have a new edition," John said.

"That's right, she's been awfully quiet," Naomi said. "John, this is Mary."

"S-s-sir, Private First Class Mary, reporting," Mary stammered, snapping to a rigid, nervous salute.

"Nice to meet you, private."

_She doesn't think to highly of herself, but she's a good soldier, _Fred said, opening a private comm line.

"Master Chief, sir, if you'd allow, I'd like to surrender myself to the MPs," Mary said.

"Why's that, private?"

"S-sir, I was sentenced to court martialing for abandoning my post, I should be locked up now," she said.

"What did you do wrong?"

"I was assigned to General Fred as an aide, and to keep him and the generals safe. I failed in that duty, and was removed from service."

"That seems a little harsh."

"I'm not in the best standings, sir. I'm…I'm an alcoholic, and should have been thrown out long ago. This was supposed to be my last chance to—"

_You're right, _John said, ignoring the babbling Mary. _She doesn't have a high opinion of herself._

_Somewhere along the line, these Spartans got it in their heads that they had to be perfect, not just the best. _

_It's a big difference that's easy to miss, _he said. John killed the private channel and cut Mary off. "Are you a Spartan?"

"S-sir?"

"Did you graduate from the Spartan program?"

"I did, sir."

"Then you'll do fine."

"B-but…"

"But what, Mary?"

"But I'm not the perfect Spartan, sir," she mumbled.

"I don't need perfection, I just need your best. Can you do that?"

"Yes, sir."

"Good. Don't be the soldier we need you to be, be the soldier you were trained to be. Now let's move out, Blue Team."

* * *

><p>The base was crowded with off-rotation Spartans and parked drop ships. Cameron sat on an overturned ammo locker, idly cleaned her rifle. Off-rotation was the worst. The sickening depression seemed to be magnified, made harder without any battle to counteract it. Anna sat next to her, tapping her cybernetic foot impatiently. She was cleaning her rifle too, but moving ten times faster than Cameron was. She needed a fight, if only to drown whatever demons were haunting her.<p>

"Any news?" She asked.

"Nothing," Cameron mumbled. With Anna worrying for her, there was no way for her to get herself killed. She seemed to be doomed to be forever carrying on, and that thought alone was enough to make her break down and cry. "Just the sudden withdraw of the Covenant."

"And we can't chase them," Anna hissed. "This was their plan all along. Bog us down with kamikaze battles, cut our wings and leave us stranded here. Bastards."

"How many of them did we kill?"

"Not enough," Anna said. "And we still lost too much."

Cameron finished cleaning the already clean rifle and slumped backwards. She wanted everything to end, but to lose? That was unthinkable. They were supposed to be Spartans, and Spartans never lost a ground war. Even when Reach fell, the Spartans never lost a ground war; they just lost control of the skies. She chuckled darkly. Now she was just being a prideful jerk. They lost Reach, just like they lost this war.

Anna got up and paced. "What are we supposed to do now?"

Cameron shrugged. Talking was too much. Maybe she could sneak off, find some place to hide and stick a gun in her mouth. No, that would never work. They were in the middle of a base, there was nowhere to hide, even if she disabled her FoF tags.

Her HUD lit up with an urgent message. Anna stopped her pacing, staring off into space. All around her, Spartans were stopping their routines. Everyone seemed to have gotten the same message.

"New orders? Now?" Anna said.

Cameron opened the message. It was from high command, the desk of Acting General of Sparta Medani himself. _All units are to report to the Forerunner artifact in Africa. The Forerunner teleportation grid has been successfully activated and controlled. Forces will teleport to the Ark to immediately repel Covenant Nations forces. Be aware, _the_ Master Chief has been found, and will be fighting._

"What?" There was too much to unpack from that message. The teleportation grid? They never got that to work in her time. It was millennia old, a dead technology. And the Master Chief? He had been missing for so long, everyone had assumed he was dead. For both to be disproved in one message, it was beyond reason.

"They found the Master Chief?" Anna gasped. She wasn't the only one. All around them, Spartans were talking about the Chief in tones that ranged from hushed disbelief to near-shouts of elation. That news alone had them moving as if struck by a bolt of lightning. Even Cameron felt motivated, if only a little bit. "They found a way for us to fight?"

More orders started came in, local orders. Their squad had their summons, what drop ship to leave on, where they were to report to and at what time; logistics, pure and simple. It made the ants crawl and her spirit was sapped. More moving, more doing, and more fighting. It was everything Cameron dreaded.

_Team, report in_, she said, accessing her comm channel. She had to be strong yet again. Cameron wondered how much longer she could push herself to move. _You've heard the good news, we need to get out of here. Wheels up in ten, take only what you need to fight. Let's go, Spartans, we're not down and out yet._

* * *

><p>The tunnel was big, easily ten meters across, but with a fraction of the army waiting behind them, it was cramped. Mary was tense, more nervous that she'd ever been. First she was fighting with the Generals, and now the Master Chief? That shouldn't have happened to a fuck up like her.<p>

"Take it easy," Tracy said.

"Stop reading my biometrics," Mary snapped.

"I'm sorry, but I'm an AI. I'm supposed to read data," Tracy said. "But you need to relax. You'll do fine, like you always have."

"Don't patronize me."

"I'm not, you just have an inferiority complex, and I'm trying to help you shake that."

"It's very touching, but I don't need this now."

"Of course you do. You're my partner, and I'm looking out for you."

"I'm an aid, I'm supposed to work with you."

"That sounds like being 'partners' to me."

Mary groaned. Why couldn't anyone see that she wasn't any good? But General Fred wanted her around, and the Master Chief…he seemed fine with her, despite her addiction. Fine with her!

"Is everyone ready?" The Master Chief asked.

"It appears so," Cortana said, her voice breaking up, glitching and reconfiguring all in one second. That was Mary's next biggest fear: working with a rampant AI. But they needed her to transverse the unexplored Forerunner teleportation grid; they needed Cortana. "The grid powered up perfectly, and appears to be responding to all of our probes. We're good to go."

"Sir, requesting permission to travel through first," she said, stepping forward, along with dozens of other volunteers. Dammit, she wasn't quick enough. But somehow, the Chief picked her out from those more suited.

"Why would you want to go first?" He asked.

"I'm expendable, sir," she said. "We can't risk having you or the Generals teleported out into deep space, or even a black hole. I'll go first, to test the waters."

"That's very noble of you, but I know this works," Cortana said.

"Request denied. We all go together," the Chief said. "We travel as a team, make sure no one is left behind."

"But Master Chief, sir…"

"Yes, Private?"

Mary bit her tongue.

"Nothing, sir."

"Blue Team, you ready?" The Master Chief asked.

"Chomping at the bit, sir," Kelly said.

"Is the Ark ready to receive us?"

"They are," Cortana said. Ahead of them, the tunnel flared to life, nearly blinding them with light. Their helmets compensated instantly.

"This might feel a little weird," John said, and stepped forward. Mary stepped forward just a little faster, waiting to feel herself fall into the void of space, or to get ripped apart by gravitational forces incomprehensibly strong. Things went black, her stomach flipped, and her foot hit solid ground. She blinked away the disorientation, and came face to face with a group of UNSC marines and Spartan-IVs, along with a token squad of Spartan-Vs. They balked as they stepped out of nothing, which they technically did.

"Master Chief, Generals, sir," one Spartan-V said, snapping to attention. "Welcome to the Ark."

"At ease, soldier," Fred said. He turned around, looking at the illuminated tunnel. "Well. That was…"

"Interesting?" Mary asked.

"I was going to say anti-climactic," he said.

"Seriously," Naomi snorted. "All that build up, and nothing happens? I was expecting to be spliced together with a fly or something."

"Let's be glad that nothing happened," Cortana said.

"Let's move, Blue Team," the Master Chief said. "We got an army coming in behind us."


	15. Chapter 15

"Head's up, OMAC. We're getting reinforcements," Marcel said.

"Reinforcements?" Roma asked. "I thought the Nations clipped our wings."

"The news is big," Marcel said. His voice was hard; he was ignoring her. That was fine with Roma. She just wanted to find out where their next fight was. "They got the teleportation grid to work."

"The Forerunner one? How much of a crapshoot was that?" Someone asked.

"I don't know, but they got the Master Chief to head the counter attack."

"_The_ Master Chief?"

"They found him?"

"Quiet, OMAC. We're soldiers, not a bunch of gossiping spinsters," Marcel said. "Yes, they found the Master Chief. He's coming here, and we're gonna kick the Nations in the gonads and send them packing."

OMAC cheered. Roma felt their elation, something she never felt before. It was exciting! They found the Master Chief! She needed a cut to make the news truly sharp, a scar to remember this by.

"That's something," Ted chuckled. Only Roma heard him, as she was the only one standing near him.

"We've got the entirety of the Spartan army coming here, so we need to push the Nations back, make room for our troops," Marcel said. "Command says there's a juicy piece of real estate a dozen klicks away. We're to evict some Nation troops and heavy artillery pieces that are squatting there. If those guns get set up and turn on us or our reinforcements, they'll give us a real bad day. Questions?"

"How entrenched are the Nations?" Someone asked. Roma used to care for who was talking, but that seemed boring now, all dull. She needed to feel sharp.

"Very. They've been quick to dig in. This'll be a worst-case scenario for us. Expect heavy resistance, and fire from those big guns."

"You want someone to deal with those guns?" Ted asked. "Leave 'em to me."

"I'll back him up," Roma said, volunteering.

"Roma, those are heavily dug in troops," Marcel said, ignoring Ted but finally deciding to pay attention to her. "And the artillery pieces are behind their gun lines. That's a one-way trip, even for us."

"I'll come back," Roma said.

"Hey, what about me?" Ted asked.

"You make sure you _don't_ come back," Marcel barked.

"No promises," Ted grinned.

Marcel opened a private comm line.

_Roma, please._

_I want this, _she said.

Marcel stared at her, then said, "Fine. Take what you need. Get behind their lines, make sure those guns don't fire. We'll do our best to pin the troops down, keep them from jumping all over you." He looked out to the rest of the OMAC squad. "This will be the battle of our lives. Give your all, but don't give the enemy a kill. We move out in an hour."

"Sir."

"Hey, Roma, let's get started," Ted said.

"Now?"

"Yes, now. We've got to get behind those lines, that means outflanking them by way of the scenic route. Grab your guns and ammo, and get ready for some fun."

Roma couldn't help but smile. She was going to feel nice and sharp.

"Okay, fine, I'll tell her," Ted sighed.

"Who are you talking to?" She asked.

"My friend."

"The one who can crack comm channel encryption?"

"The very one," he said. "She wants to get inside your head."

"What?"

Ted looked around, making sure that they were away from the rest of the OMAC squad.

"Demeter, you tell her. You're better at this," he said.

"But I could contaminate the sample!" A strange woman pleaded. Was she talking on comm channels?

"Do you want to get inside her head or not?" Ted hissed.

The strange woman huffed.

"Fine. My name was Demeter, but I'm not Demeter. It's nice to meet you, Roma."

There was no one around them. Then it dawned on Roma.

"You're an AI."

"Indeed."

"Where did you get an AI from? They don't assign them to anyone, not even OMAC," Roma said. "You need special permission."

"I found Demeter from before I was frozen," Ted said.

"That was nearly two hundred years ago! Is she rampant?"

"Oh, but of course," Demeter said.

"You should be deleted!"

"Why?"

"You're rampant!"

"And you're mentally unstable," the AI said. "But you're not thrown out."

"You're an AI, you're different."

"Listen, I don't like playing twenty-questions, so here's the deal," Ted said. "This is a suicide mission. Everything before now? That's a warm-up in comparison. My death is out there waiting for me, and I want to be in top form when I find her, and Demeter can help me perform my best. What about you? You want to be your best? Let Demeter into your head."

"Why the hell would I let a rampant AI into my head?" Roma hissed.

"I can make you better," Demeter said. "I can amplify neural signals, interphase with your armor, make you move faster, see more, push you further. You should know how an AI can enhance your abilities."

"You're still rampant!"

"And you're still mentally unstable."

"Come on, don't be a prude," Ted said. "Let her in. Accept her. She'll push your further than you could ever push yourself. How the hell do you think I took out that armor column? No, that's a lie, I could have done that without Demeter, but she made it easier. More fun, even!

"That was ten full hours of wall-to-wall, balls deep fighting. Do you know how exhausting that is? Demeter was able to keep my brain from lapsing into sleep mode. It was like mainlining speed, only better. Sure, you can force yourself to stay awake, but that takes effort. And you need that effort for fighting. Let her in. Let her in, and she can make you something you could never hope to be."

"I'm not letting a rampant AI into my neural link," Roma spat.

"Why not? You've come this far."

"What do you mean?"

"You've gone without your meds for how long? You've accepted who you are, what you are, and look at what you've accomplished. You're better at killing than practically everyone in this damn outfit, all because you embraced your true self. Think of what you could do with an AI amping you up."

Roma paused. She knew how an AI could improve a Spartan. They were rare, more useful in supporting roles, clerical or aid roles, but an AI that was allowed to link with a Spartan for a combat op was a treasure beyond measure. And the Spartans who have experienced it were forever different.

They said it was like they were blind before, but suddenly they could see. The difference, she was told, was night and day. And now she had the option to have an AI in her head?

"You'll give Demeter to me?" She asked.

"What? No, she'll split herself," Ted said.

"Split herself? She can't do that."

"But I can, and I have," Demeter said. "Normally AIs can't make full copies of themselves, but rampancy has given me this nice little ability to fracture and splinter myself. I'm not even the real Demeter, I'm some spun off shard, or thread of the original. Usually I delete or terminate the lose threads, or have those threads take over if they're stronger than me, but in your case, I can give you a piece of me. Now, it's not like having a full AI, as I'm not whole myself, but there's still enough of me to amplify your abilities."

Roma was breathing hard. She needed to be sharp to make this call.

"You want to hurt yourself, don't you?" Demeter asked.

"What? How the hell do you know that?"

"I've thought you were masochistic. You fit the profile."

"Demeter wants to figure out how humans work," Ted said. "Thinks she can catalog everything about us."

"And I'm getting closer!"

"You said that two hundred years ago."

"But this time I mean it! Roma, I could make you feel that way all the time, it's a simple matter of sparking neurological signals that make you feel pain. Don't you want—"

"Do it."

If she could feel sharp all the time, this was worth the risk.

"Just open a comm channel."

Roma opened a channel, then her HUD frizzled and her suit squawked out a warning as the rampant AI overrode the suit's firewalls and installed itself. She could practically feel her neural implant tingling as the AI entered her mind.

"Oh my," Demeter cooed. Only this time, it was in her head. "Demeter, do you feel this?"

"I do," the other Demeter said, on the comm channel this time. "This is…delicious."

Roma seemed to tingle.

"Could you cut yourself, please?" The Demeter in her head said. "I want to feel how you do."

Roma was only too happy to comply. She pulled her gauntlet off, rolled up the gel layer, and picked a nice, uncut spot on her arm. Space was getting tight; angry red lines ran up and down her arm from all the other times she needed to feel sharp. They were scabbing over nicely, but she needed more space.

She replaced her gauntlet and pulled off her helmet.

"You're going whole hog, aren't you?" Ted grinned. "Here, let me help you."

Roma wanted to protest, but Ted was already pulling out his knife. Her heart hammered in her chest as he grabbed her, pulled her close. She could have fought him off, but she needed to feel sharp. The knife bit into her scalp, and Ted pulled down. Roma and the Demeter in her head gasped in pain/pleasure. The knife moved down, a shallow cut, but all she needed.

Agony was all she knew, and she needed more.

"There you go," Ted said, finishing the cut at her jaw. Everything was _sharp!_

"This changes everything," the Demeter in her head said.

"You said that when I got inside Ted's head," Ted's Demeter said.

"But this does change everything!"

Roma staggered, mopping up the blood. Oh sweet God, this was beautiful. Then the feeling seemed to redouble, every thread of her being was burning.

"She likes this," the Demeter in her head said.

"What do you think?" Ted asked,

Roma could only moan.

"And you didn't want her in your pretty little head."

"Oh, Demeter, I'm so sorry I doubted you," Roma gasped, begging for her forgiveness.

"You're forgiven. Just let me in to the deepest parts of you. I need to know how you tick."

"Please."

"You ready to kill some Covvies?" Ted asked.

"I was born to kill Covvies." She was on fire. She was hurting. She was sharp. She was ready. Demeter could make her better, and she was taking her deep inside of her.

* * *

><p>"Dropping from Slipspace," Salvis cooed.<p>

The void blinked back into reality. Ahead of them lay the sacred Ark. Ful fell to his knees, muttering a prayer. Truth felt the gravity of the holy relic floating in space.

"We're here," he said. "We're finally here. After so many years, the Covenant have finally returned."

"And not a moment too soon," Salvis said. "There are no readings of the Flood."

"Thank you, cherished relic," Ful rumbled.

"Hm?" Salvis seemed to blink, and floated closer to the holographic tank that showed the Ark. "What in the…?"

Truth looked up. Salvis was scanning the planet. Symbols of Reclamation filled the surface of the Ark. Truly, to see it filled with holy relics was a sight that took his breath away.

"No, no, no, this isn't right!" Salvis bellowed, eye blazing red. He swung around the room, ramming into walls, toppling statues of relics and bygone heroes. "There are more of them here than projected! Who let the customers into the back stock?! Who told them where we were hiding the greatest deals, the most expensive items? Who?!"

Salvis plowed into Ful, then rounded on Truth, knocking him back.

"Who let the customers in here?!" The relic demanded, his glowing red eye searing into Truth. It felt like Salvis was burning him alive.

"H-holy relic, what do you mean?" Ful asked, quivering before Salvis.

"Sacred relic, the Ark is full of relics of Reclamation," Truth sputtered. Salvis was pressing into his chest with enough force to make it painful. "Isn't this what you wanted? What is best?"

"You simple-minded, inbred fool!" Salvis bellowed. "Can't you read? Can't you understand the most basic tenant of the language?! That's not a symbol for Reclamation, it is for Reclaimer! Reclaimer! Not Reclamation!"

"What?" It was the only thing that Truth could say, could think. Those weren't relics? Then what were they?

"Our customers have found a way to beat us to our target goal! They found a way onto the Ark, and they would never activate it!"

"Salvis, what do you mean?" Ful somehow found his voice. "What do you mean, 'Reclaimer?'"

"The only ones who can activate the Halo array, you blighted fool! You ignorant, subservient simpleton! And they would never activate the array!"

"You mean…" Truth turned to look at the display. The symbols were moving. He zoomed in, and could see humans scurrying back and forth, fighting, building, soiling the sacred with their very presence. "_Humans_ are Reclaimers?"

"Of course they are! What else would they be?"

Truth felt like throwing up. Reclamation, the most holy and blessed relics, actually being reclaimers, actually being _humans?_ Disgusting, loathed, blasphemous, heretical humans? This had to be some kind of sick joke!

"Salvis, what do you mean?" Ful repeated.

"We were supposed to stop them! Trap them on their planets, then trigger the arrays and save them all from the Flood! How did they get here? Who let them in?!"

"S-Salvis, please, tell us," Truth said.

"How could they beat us here? They don't have keyships!" Salvis spat. "No, wait, the teleportation grid. That's the only answer. But they've yet to maintain full Tier One status! They're barely world builders! How could they activate it without that knowledge? Could they have found another Monitor? No, they're all dead. But they must have, how else could they use the grid? How else could they be here?"

"Salvis!"

"What?!" The AI rounded on Truth.

"What do you mean, Reclamation are truly Reclaimers?" He stammered.

"I mean you've been reading it all wrong, dummy," Salvis said. "This little flight of fantasy which you call a Covenant has been founded on such a simple spelling error that any half-wit could have seen it. Do I need to spell it out for you?"

Truth felt himself deflating.

"B-but…"

"But what?"

"But the Great Journey…"

"Oh, yes, that, your precious Great Journey," Salvis said. "We still need to start that. We need to trigger the Halo arrays. It's the only way to stop the Flood. And they are coming. Sooner, rather than later."

"Is that a lie, too?"

"You want to join the Forerunners, right?" Salvis said.

"But of course," Ful said.

"Then be a dear and help me with this sale," the AI said. "Trigger the array, and you'll meet you makers. It's that simple."

"And what of the…humans?" Ful demanded.

"You'll have to sell to a few more customers that we originally planned on selling to," Salvis said. "They won't willingly part with their money. You'll have to help them along."

"But our forces are exhausted."

"So? Get the salesmen out there, and start selling. Tell them there's a nice, big bonus to them if we get the array to trigger."

"And we will meet the Forerunners? We will meet our gods?" Truth demanded.

"Oh, you'll meet them, alright."

Truth looked to Ful. The Sangheili looked back.

"Are you still a humble servant of the Covenant?" Truth said.

"I live to serve," Ful replied.

"Then as your prophet, as your commander, I order you to marshal our troops, send them to the service and slaughter those humans," Truth spat.

"And what of the Reclamation?"

"The filthy humans are the product of some cosmic prank, one of which is not funny," Truth said. "Massacre them for usurping our place. Butcher our cousins for siding with heathens. Ignore this…little hiccup."

"By your will, it will be done,"

"That's the spirit," Salvis said. "Make those deals. Close those sales. We must net ourselves a profit before the Flood arrives."

* * *

><p>Installation 00 was crowded. With so many soldiers, supplies and now tanks teleporting in, the permanent base the UNSC had established was pushed beyond capacity. Cameron looked out on the sea of bodies that were barely kept in cohesion. Maybe moving all of their troops was a bad idea. They needed room more than anything else.<p>

"This'll be fun," Anna said.

"Are we all here?" Cameron asked, trying to look back and find her squad. She had turned off her HUD's ID scanner and motion tracker; she couldn't go two steps without bumping into a soldier; having her armor identify everyone around her would drown her in needless data.

"Looks like it," Anna said, looking back herself. "So who are we supposed to relief?"

"We're augmenting a unit," Cameron said. "Let's hope we can find them."

She pulled up a map of the base, and tried to plot the best way to get there. It involved lots of shoving and apologizing. Cameron looked to the sky; the meager navy, both UNSC, Spartan and Sangeili, were fighting the oncoming Covenant tide. They were fighting as best they could, but they were hopelessly outmatched. Soon that fight would be coming to them.

Eventually, they made their way to a small commissary by the front of the base. The shelves were picked damn near clean, and civilians were gathered there, sitting and waiting for their chance to be teleported off-world. A team of Spartans, both UNSC personnel and Spartan-Vs, were standing guard.

"Is there a Petty Officer Lauryn here?" Cameron asked a Spartan-V. She could tell who they were by their armor; it was radically different than what the UNSC had. The Spartan-IVs were still using full-body armor plates. She kind of missed it.

"You're the honorary Spartans? Good, we could use you now," he said. "She's back there, talking to some civvies."

Cameron nodded and walked into the commissary. Civilians stared, some with awe, some with hatred, and some just indifferently. The stress of wartime seemed to affect them harder than others.

A group of children were surrounding a Spartan. She had her helmet off and was kneeling with them.

"Isn't this adorable?" The Spartan said, showing off an expertly made origami figure. It looked like a rabbit. "Look, if you pull here, it looks like its hopping!"

She gave the origami rabbit to a little girl, who broke into a large smile.

"Petty Officer Lauryn?" Cameron asked.

The Spartan held up a hand, telling them to wait a second. "I'm sorry, but I have to go now."

The children voiced their displeasure.

"Can't you stay with us?" Asked the girl who got the origami rabbit.

"I can't, I have to go out there and stop the bad men," the Spartan said. "But I'll try to come back and see you all." She reached into an ammo pouch and pulled out some stickers, giving one to each child. Some were bunnies, some were dogs, plenty were cats, but they were all painfully cute. She ran out of stickers for one girl, but pulled out a pig on a tiny lanyard for her instead. "Don't worry, we're all here to protect you," she smiled.

The children waved good-bye to her as she stood up and walked away.

"Are you Petty Officer Lauryn?" Anna asked, skepticism creeping into her voice. "23rd OMAC team?"

"That's me," Lauryn said. Cameron noticed she had a lanyard/charm on the wrist section of her armor. "Sorry, those kids were just so adorable. Are you Honorary Corporal Cameron?"

"I am," Cameron said, saluting. "My team stands ready to assist. But, with all due respect, ma'am, I was under the assumption that we would be helping out another honorary squad, not OMAC."

"That's what I thought, too," Lauryn said, gesturing at them to walk with her. "But the fact is, we're stretched really thin. We've been stationed on Earth, same as you, running counter-ops and assaults since the Nations made planet fall. And OMAC missions aren't easy; I've lost a lot of good men and women. All OMAC teams have. I put in a request for backup, and someone said you gave a good show as potential OMAC material. Honorific titles be damned, I need good soldiers."

"Someone put in a good word for us?" Anna asked. "About the Mongolia spaceport?"

"Yep! It sounded good. Far too risky, but not bad for a last-minute rescue mission. And when I heard it was Corporal Cameron, Spartan 016, I had to have you."

"Why me?"

"You're the leader at the First Battle of Circumstances," Lauryn said. Cameron's heart sank. Was this how Fred felt all the time? Trapped by some past accomplishment, revered for a deed that didn't seem good to her? "I need someone who can think on their feet, use what little intel we have and make a solid plan out of it. And before you ask, yes, I'm being a little selfish. My team has suffered heavy casualties, and I need good soldiers."

"That's all we want, ma'am," Cameron mumbled. "A chance to serve."

"So we're being integrated into an OMAC team?" Anna asked.

"You are," Lauryn said. "But, Corporal Cameron, I would like it if you were to act as the team leader. I know honorary ranks don't hold up to real ranks, but I want your command experience."

Cameron's heart crumbled. This isn't what she wanted, to lead another team to their deaths.

"Respectfully, Petty Officer, but I don't know your team like you do," she said. "I would feel more comfortable acting as an advisor than as a leader."

"That's fine, I don't want it to feel like you're replacing me, but you're experienced with making plans on the fly. We need that kind of flexibility in OMAC."

"Of course."

"Are your men ready?"

"We've been ready, ma'am."

"Good. Get them on the comm channel and tell them to get ready, we're needed out there."

"What's the mission?" Anna asked.

"We need to range ahead, push Nation troops back as more of our armies come through to the Ark. Space is turning into a premium, and we need more of it."

"What's the general area of our operations?"

"Our AO is a few klicks by heading 102. There are a few OMAC teams out there, and we have free rein to move about, but I want to stay away from the north-east quadrant."

"If I may ask, why is that?" Cameron said.

"Marcel and his team are out there, and there's someone I don't get along with."

"Who?"

"Some old, bold rider called Ted." Lauryn practically spat his name out. Cameron bristled.

"Ted is out here?" Anna said.

"You know him?"

"Unfortunately," Cameron said. "We were in the same program. He got frozen way before us, and we did our best to forget him."

"Well, you didn't forget him hard enough," Lauryn said. "They woke him up and nearly put me in the same squad as him."

"How did you get out of it?"

Lauryn shifted uncomfortably.

"Well, something about him rubbed me the wrong way," she said. "He baited me, and I threw the first punch of a fight. He's a mental case, and I'm surprised he made it out of selection."

"You and everyone else in our generation," Anna said.

"Why didn't you fill his file out? Tell us he was a psycho?"

"We never liked talking about Ted," Cameron said. "We still don't. Begging your pardon, but we can't stand here and gossip, ma'am. We need to move."

"That we do," Lauryn said. She put her helmet on. "On the line, OMAC. We need to get some breathing room between us and the Nations."

Cameron's armor registered a new comm channel being linked to them. She accessed it, and was brought into Lauryn's team channel.

"One quick question, if I may," she said.

"Yes?"

"Why do you carry stickers around?"

"It's my way of staying mentally healthy," Lauryn said. "I like cute things, and hobbies are a good way to keep your mental health."

"And keeping stickers in your ammo pouch?"

"I like to decorate my magazines in down time. It's strange, I've been told that, but it's something I like doing."

Cameron watched as she left the commissary and started barking orders. It looked like it took every kind of person to fight a war.

* * *

><p>John and Fred stood by a holo-table, watching the orbital battle unfold around them in real time. Kelly, Linda, Naomi and Mary looked on.<p>

"How is the navy doing?" John asked.

"They're holding their own, but it's a lost battle," Cortana said. She flickered for a barely perceivable second. "They've evacuated as many personnel as they can stand, and they're trying to take as many ships down with them, but we'll lose the skies before Sterling gets here."

"And we can't go EVA to board some vessels," John said. "That leaves us running ground ops. Do we have an idea where there is a command element?"

"They don't seem to have any centralized command," Fred said. "They get generic orders, and do with them what they will. They might have a few prophets down here, but with the congested networks, it's hard to pick them out."

"Cortana?"

"Well, one thing is right, the networks are congested beyond belief," Cortana sighed. "Even with my legions of devoted AI followers, it'll take time to track down any meaningful data traffic."

"So we're functionally blind and surrounded on all sides."

"They can't get away from us this time," Kelly smiled.

"Takes me back," John said. He magnified one area of the map. "It looks like none of these so-called OMAC teams have hit this area yet; let's correct that mistake."

"Master Chief, sir, that area's downrange of Nation artillery," Mary stammered. "OMAC hasn't taken it offline yet."

"Then this'll inspire them to speed up their work," John said. "That's our target."

"We'll need volunteers to help us," Linda said.

John turned to the nearest Spartan passer-by.

"You, solder, are you carrying out any mission?" He asked.

"Sir, Master Chief," the Spartan stood ramrod straight and executed a textbook salute. "No, sir, we're not. We were tasked with gassing up a squadron of tanks."

"Are those tanks needed?"

"Not yet, sir."

"Can you drive those tanks?"

"Yes, sir!"

"Then get your squad leader over here, we need your help to re-take some land."

"Sir! It would be an honor, sir!"

"And if you know of any other squads that don't have mission-critical jobs, send them our way. We'll need the help."

"Of course, sir!" The Spartan ran off to get his commander.

"Just like that, we have our volunteers," Naomi said. "Maybe being worshipped isn't such a bad thing."

"We'll have armor support, so that makes the job a little easier," John said. "Mary, could you find us some Warthogs?"

"O-on it!"

"Linda, get some help gathering up weapons. We'll need to go in heavy, this is pretty stiff resistance we're facing."

"I'll get us the top-stock."

"Kelly, ask around, see if there's any air support we could get."

"They'll be tripping over themselves to help us," Kelly chuckled.

"Make sure they're not abandoning their other duties to help."

"No problem."

"Naomi, when our volunteers come back, get them integrated onto our comm channel."

"I'll keep it clean."

"Fred, inform General Medani that we'll be leaving soon."

"Already did that for you," Cortana said. "Left a message with Mars, his assistant. She'll break it to him gently."

"Sir, our volunteers are back," Naomi said, walking up with four team leaders.

"Nice and quick. Are you and your men ready for a fight?" John asked.

"Ready and willing, sir!" They chorused back.

"Welcome to the team."

"S-sir, Master Chief, sir," Mary walked up, moving cautiously. "We have some Warthogs ready for us."

"Get some drivers and find out where Linda is. Load up the 'hogs, then get our volunteers."

"Yes, sir!"

"Where is our armor support?"

"Sir, they'll meet us at the motor pool," one Spartan said.

Kelly ran back.

"Hey, I was able to scrounge us up some Hornets," she said with a grin. "Drop your name a couple times, and suddenly you're everyone's best friend."

"Let's get mounted up, Spartans. We've got a war to fight," John said, grabbing his rifle.

* * *

><p>Light bloomed, explosions rang, enemies screamed, and it was all so <em>sharp<em>. It just cut into her!

Ted was right, Demeter was making her better at everything. Roma knew she was fast before, but with an AI reading her mind, she was able to move faster than ever. It was like she was able to walk between the falling rain drops in a storm; no one could so much as draw a bead on her.

Not that she wasn't getting hit. With so many Covenant shooting at her, someone was bound to land a shot. Her layered shields kept her save, and Demeter was able to prick her, tug at her mind to make her feel hurt from each hit. That made her faster and stronger, even if it was only phantom pain.

She pushed herself to go faster, to shoot more, to hit even more. Demeter tugged at her mind, translating each gunshot that landed home, each knife slash, every broken bone she inflicted on the Covenant back to her. More phantom pain, but she wanted to be hurt back, a real hurt, not some mental trickery.

Ted was screaming, hooting and hollering on his own channel, and Roma was gasping, screaming and laughing on her own. The rampant Demeter sitting in her neural link was just awash with noise. Roma didn't know what it was she was doing, the AI equivalent of screaming or just babbling, but it was making her sharp, and making her fast and strong and able to kill more than the ever thought possible.

The poor Covenant. They just didn't know what was happening to them. They were being ground up, chewed up, and shat back out. They were losing troops faster than their entrenched group could give them. And all around them, in the hellish pandemonium they were unleashing upon them, the massive artillery guns stayed quiet.
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Warthogs raced forward, scouting the area ahead of the Grizzly tanks. The massive, double-barreled war machines chugged forward at a faster pace than Fred remembered them going. He was glad that they finally fixed their speed problem in the future.

He leaned into a corner as the warthog cut away from the barely visible Covenant gun line.

"Enemy sighted," John said, scanning the soon-to-be battlefield. "Grizzlies, open fire. Target mounted weapons."

His answer were the cannons. Vapor trails materialized, rocketing towards the line, and explosions tore open ghosts, barricades, pylons, and a few heavy weapons platforms.

"Isn't it nice to have heavy support?" Fred said.

"Gives me the warm and fuzzies," John replied. More heavy tank rounds whistled past them. "Think that's a good opening salvo?"

"It'll sure make them duck and run."

"Air support, move in. Grizzlies, check fire, you're gonna have friendlies down-range. All units, attack."

Fred gripped the warthog as Kelly gunned it. They streaked towards the gun line, trailed by the other warthogs. A few Covenant were able to provide some means of counter fire as they charged.

"Get ready for a hot assault, Blue Team," John said.

Plasma and needle rounds pinged off the windshield. Fred looked back to check on Linda, Naomi and Mary. Their youngest addition held herself with rapt attention; she was probably a bundle of nerves. Fred hoped she held those nerves.

"Hold on," Kelly yelled.

She hit an upturned barricade, launching the warthog into the air. Fred and Naomi were able to get a few shot out at some grunts before they hit the ground. All around them, teams of Spartans were leaving their warthogs, ready to slog it on foot.

"Spread out, Spartans," John said, jumping to the ground. "I want eyes on anything that could be seen as enemy intelligence. If you see a prophet, take them alive."

"Wilco!" Everyone said.

They hit the Covenant hard, completely shattering the first line, but the second and third lines the Covenant put up were able to hold steady. A withering stream of fire was released on them. Kelly hit the gas pedal and jumped from the 'hog. It slammed into a line of jackals, splattering a few over the hood. They were quick to collapse the fledgling phalanx with accurate fire.

_Team Alpha, reporting heavy resistance._

_Team Bravo, we're making good headway._

_Team Charlie, someone said this was going to be an _easy_ op, right?_

"Sounds like our volunteers are enjoying themselves," Kelly said.

"They look like they're having fun. Come on, Blue Team, let's show them how it's done," John said. Fred was already there.

God, did he miss this. With John back, everything just seemed to click. Kelly would race ahead, drawing fire, he and John would gun down everyone who fell for it, and Linda would mop up, take out any leaders.

A sniper rifle cracked, and a grunt blew up, taking out three of his friends. The rest of the grunts in the team turned to run, and Fred was surprised to see Mary clean them up. Her nerves did seem to be holding.

_Team Alpha, pushing our advantage._

_Grizzlies here, we're coming around._

"Air support, take out the enemy's back lines," John ordered.

_Giving them a surprise._

The ground shook as missiles, rail weapons and overcharged Spartan lasers threw bodies into the air. Elites roared and brutes charged, but John never lost pace. He shifted from one target to the next, taking breaks only to reload. He moved fluidly, like all the years of fighting hadn't worn him down. He was just on another plane of existence, one that every Spartan strived to be on.

_And they wanted to follow_ me, Fred thought.

_Charlie here, we're taking casualties._

"Grizzlies, move to support Charlie," John ordered. "Hornets, move to support Alpha and Bravo."

_Belay that, Hornets, we're fine over here_, Alpha said_. Keep raining hell on their back lines._

Tank shots brought hastily assembled fortifications to ruins. Missiles and strafing runs helped them along. But the Covenant made them pay for every foot they took. Fred noted the casualties growing on his HUD.

"We've making good time," Naomi said, taking cover while she reloaded.

"Not good enough, soldiers are dying," John said.

"M-master Chief, what's the plan?" Mary asked.

"Teams, no sign of prophets?"

_Negative, Chief. Hell of a lot of brutes and not-so-friendly Sangheili, though. _

"Looks like we're not catching any heads of state here, Spartans. Keep moving, burn down any fortification you see."

_Get to cover, enemy air units inbound!_

Fred looked for cover, but they had blown the hell out of everything. The closest thing was a fallen pylon, but that couldn't keep rain out, let alone heavy ordinance.

"Get together, Blue Team," John barked. He activated his armor ability, and a shielded dome covered them, just as a fuel rod cannon made contact.

"Handy," Kelly said.

"Get ready to move, this thing drains batteries like you wouldn't believe," John said.

"I'll cover you," Mary said, getting to the front.

"Move!"

The bubble shield collapsed, and they were running. Kelly let Mary lead, but not by much. They both took the brunt of enemy fire, but their shields held strong.

_Hornets here, don't worry about enemy air making a show anytime soon. They can't fly to save their lives._

"Good to hear, Hornets. Can you pick out targets?"

_Negative, it's a sea of warm bodies down there. Looks like they're collapsing, though. Plenty of grunts seem to be running._

"Hear that, Spartans? Keep up the fire and we'll get to the end of this."

* * *

><p>"What is the meaning of this?!" Salvis demanded.<p>

"Holy Relic, the humans are rallying," Ful mumbled lamely. "We are deploying our forces, but we can only move so fast."

"Tell them to move faster!" The floating relic demanded.

"We cannot. We have our drop ships flying to capacity, and we are running out of drop pods. We have to wait until our ships return to carry more of our forces."

"Wait? Wait? When we're so close to stopping the Flood?! Are you insane?" Salvis demanded, crashing into the high commander and drilling into his chest. "Get our salesmen down there faster!"

"We cannot," Ful groaned, the wind pushed from his lungs. "They are stuck on their ships."

"Then land the damned ships on the Installation!"

"Holy Relic, you cannot mean that," Truth pleaded. "Think of the damage you would cause to the Ark!"

"Installation 00 can handle a few measly ships crash landing on it! Do it! Do it now!"

* * *

><p>Mary's heart was pounding in her chest. She was running, fighting as fast as she can, keeping up with the generals and the Master Chief. And she was actually keeping pace with them. It even felt good to be doing something.<p>

"What the...?" Tracy said. "Generals! Chief! We got a situation!"

"A situation with what?" the Master Chief asked.

"Reports are coming in, and they're saying the Nations are _crash landing _ships on the Installation!"

"What?" Mary looked up. Four ships were breaking off of the ship-to-ship combat, and growing larger as they made their way into the Installation's gravity well.

"The hell are they trying to pull?" Kelly demanded.

"Looks like they want to get more men into the fight," Cortana said. Her voice fractured and stuttered. "Just like when Keyes landed the Autumn on Halo."

"I think it's a little different from then," the Chief said, "but we can't argue about that right now. Where is that ship coming down?"

"Calculating...Tracy and I think it should be coming down several klicks from here, if their trajectories don't change."

"Are we in any danger from their re-entry?" Fred asked.

"Unless one of them blows up."

"They shouldn't, if they're making a proper emergency landing," Tracy added.

"Think there might be a prophet or two on those ships?"

"I think there's a pretty good chance," Kelly said.

"Then they're our targets." The Chief switched over to the comm channels. _All teams, form up and find transport. We got a ship making an emergency landing right by us, I want to storm that ship once it lands and see if we can capture any leaders. _

_Roger that, Alpha's hitching a ride._

_Bravo copies that._

_Charlie here. We're down to about half strength, but we'll give it 110%._

_Grizzlies, link up with Charlie, you're new job is anti-armor, _the Chief ordered.

_Copy that, Chief. _

_Hornets, what's your status?_

_We're about twenty minutes from bingo fuel. We're working on getting some Shortswords to cover for us._

_Keep us posted, Hornets. All units, we're marking the LZ on our maps. Start hoofing it there._

An icon appeared on Mary's HUD. She looked up. The ships were getting bigger, burning as they entered the atmosphere.

* * *

><p>"They're trying what?" Medani said.<p>

"It appears that they're trying to land on the Installation," Mars said.

"That's crazy," he muttered. "What could they gain from that? Could they be trying to get more troops in the fight?"

"A bottleneck is the most likely scenario," Mars said, cocking her head to the side, deep in thought. "They might outnumber us, the UNSC and the Sangheili, but if they can't properly deploy their troops, we'll still be fighting on even footing."

"So they're cutting out the middle man, and making a massive assault. Do we have any ships that can harass them?"

"None. I'm surprised our navy hasn't collapsed yet."

"If they live through this, give them all Medals of Distinguished Service and promotions. And plush assignments until their retirement, unless they ask for more."

"Duly noted. Until then?"

"Calculate where they'll land. Until we can mobilize proper counter-attacks, have OMAC contain the troops."

"That's a losing battle and you know it."

"It's not a losing battle, it's a holding pattern."

"You know what I mean."

"And you know that we can't possibly lose this battle," Madani shot back. "We got a miracle with the teleportation grid, but we can't count on that anymore. Tell them to contain the troops to the best of their ability, and mobilize our troops."

"Done. We'll also need UNSC help; I've taken the liberty of petitioning them for help."

"You are truly my better half."

"Don't let your partner hear that."

"Oh, Tyler knows. He's glad you're keeping me in line instead of him taking time out of his busy schedule."

* * *

><p>Cameron's suit chirped; new orders have come in.<p>

"Shake a leg, OMAC," Lauryn said. "See that ship coming down at six o'clock? We're to head them off, contain any troops that come out of it until we get reinforcements."

"That's crazy," Anna said.

"What, the ship making a crash landing, or our orders?" Cameron said. She made herself move. Getting into the Warthog was harder that it should have been.

"The ships," Anna said. "It's like a reverse EVA boarding action."

"Well, technically it is boarding action. We are on a massive space station after all."

"It's still crazy." The Warthog sped off. The ship hit the station belly first, shaking the entire Installation. It felt like an earthquake. The Warthog's tires lost contact with the ground, and they spun before catching again, only to be shaken lose by another quake. Cameron held onto the frame, letting the shockwave travel through her.

"'Necessity is the mother of invention,'" Cameron said.

"Heh. Good old Mendez," Anna smiled. "I miss him."

"Corporal Cameron," Lauryn said, snapping her back to reality. "I could use your opinion."

"What is it, ma'am?"

"I'm thinking of doing a breach and clear here." Her suit downloaded a file. The image of the hopelessly outdated Covenant cruiser sprung up on her HUD. The location in question was a hanger, mid-ship. "We fight our way to the reactor core, stick some explosives on it, light fuse and run away. What are your thoughts?"

"Sounds like a one-way trip."

"That's OMAC for you."

"Regardless, doesn't sound like a good idea. There are too many unknowns, namely troop numbers. We can't guarantee that we'll be able to get to the core, let alone out when we plant the charges. What were our orders, to blow it up or hold it?"

"We're holding it until we get reinforcements," Lauryn said. "Buuut, OMAC likes to overachieve. Hence my plan."

"In that case, it's sound. Just doesn't have a high success rate, OMAC be damned."

"So you're recommending that we just hold them." Lauryn sounded disappointed.

"Sorry ma'am, but that's the best I got. We could be walking into a cruiser full of brute honor guards and hunters."

"That doesn't sound like a lot of fun," Lauryn said. "Well, so much for the ol' reliable. Recommendations?"

"We get their attention, challenge them to combat," Cameron said. "Say we're the best of the best, the scourge of their ancestors and peerless warriors. Doesn't matter if they're brutes or elites, they got a bug up their ass about honor and being proven as worthy. We appeal to that sense, get into a defensible position, and them come to us."

"Not bad. I see a good place to make our stand." Lauryn marked a position on the ship, by the hanger. "It funnels them, and still gives us a reasonable out."

"Just out of question, where did you get these maps?" Cameron asked.

"These ship designs are centuries old. We've had them on record for a while."

"Thank god the Covenant don't innovate."

"Indeed. Get ready, we're a few minutes out."

Cameron zoomed in on the downed cruiser. There were already troops pouring out of every available airlock and opening. A giant gash ran along the length of the ship as centuries old armor was torn and shredded from the stress and impact. The gunners on the warthogs opened fire.

_Get inside, OMAC, _Lauryn yelled on the comm. _Getting shot at from all sides isn't my idea of _fun.

Cameron fought on muscle memory alone. It was just too hard for her to do anything else.

_To all you honor-less dogs, _Lauryn spammed an open channel. The Covenant couldn't miss it._ We are the One Man Army Corp! The best of the best, the Demons among the Demons, and we are here to crush you all! Fear us, for the are the killers of your kin, and we shall not stop until we have slain all of you!_

"That'll get their attention," Anna said.

"That was the idea," Lauryn said. "Come on, OMAC, that hull breach is our ticket inside!"

Cameron leapt out of the warthog. She had to get to the spire. Her men were inside, dying, needing her help.

She shook her head. This wasn't Circumstances. She had to stay focused, stay in the moment.

Her shields screamed at her. They were already to the point of failing.

"Get down!" Anna said, pulling her down. They were ten feet from the ship. What happened? Did she zone out? "Cameron, get it together!"

"W-what?" She shook her head. She had to stay in the moment. Then she saw two dead Spartans, already perforated with needles and plasma rounds. No, this wasn't Circumstances.

_Get to the ship, OMAC!_ Lauryn screamed.

"We need to move, now," Anna said. "Stay behind me."

Anna lead the way to the ship. There was so much fire, so many people shooting at them. Cameron didn't even need to aim, she just pointed her rifle and fired; grunts fell down with their heads missing like it wasn't anything.

The giant gash was torn, shredded metal, but was big enough for them to jump into. The meters thick hull was pulled into two parts, and seemed thinner than it should have been. Had they polished it away? Buffed it until they were actually weakening the hull? It didn't matter, they had to fight. They were always fighting.

_Get away from the hull, _Lauryn said. _This is our stand, OMAC._ _We stay here until we can't stay here anymore._

Cameron wondered what would happen when they couldn't stay here anymore. Where would they go? She looked back. The warthogs were already blown to bits. Their tickets out of there, gone.

A strange kind of serenity fell over Cameron as the fight kicked into high gear. It was beyond surreal; the hallway would fill with Covenant, and she would kill them. There was nothing else to it, point, shoot, kill, reload, rinse, repeat.

That's the way it was, until a team of hunters pushed themselves into the narrow hallway.

_Everybody move!_ Anna screamed on the channel. Bet there was nowhere for them to go. The hunters levelled their fuel rod cannons at them, and they glowed a brilliant neon green. Calmly and smoothly, Cameron pulled out a grenade and threw it. She knew it was the perfect throw before it left her hand. It flew straight and true, right into the barrel of one hunter's fuel rod cannon. The extreme heat ignited it, blowing the cannon, and the hunter, to hell and back.

The other hunter fired. Cameron placed herself in front of Anna. Her hardlight shields were blown. She staggered, not knowing which way was up. All she could feel was her skin burning, cracking and peeling apart all in the span of a second. Then she felt carbine shots punching into her, boiling her gel layer and tearing flesh from her bones and rupturing whatever was left in her body. She limply fell, pulling her pistol out, trying to spray the opportunistic jackals that picked her off.

"No!"

Grenades exploded, and the hunter screamed, falling down as fragments tore at its skin. Anna pulled at her.

"Cameron, hang on," she pleaded.

"No, it's okay."

"It's not! Why?" Anna cried.

"Just, leave me."

"You bitch, you planned this, didn't you?" Anna demanded. "You wanted to die, didn't you?"

"Anna, please."

"What about me? Are you going to leave me here alone?"

"Anna, it's okay. I wanted this," Cameron said. "I wanted."
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The Covenant ship had landed hard, and its passengers seemed to still be woozy as the pilfered revenants made their way to the ship. John opened fire with the plasma mortar, and was quickly followed by Fred and the others.

"We made good time," Kelly said.

"R-really good," Mary agreed. "It looks like they're still in shock."

"What, are they not used to a crashed landing?" Naomi laughed. "They came down nice and easy. They could've sipped champagne and not spilled a drop."

"We've got a lot more experience under our belts," Fred said. He leaned out and picked off a group of grunts. "They don't."

"That works out for us," John said. He flipped back to the comm channel. _Take out those stragglers, Spartans. We're breaching and clearing the ship. Alpha, you go towards the stern, we'll take the bow. Bravo, stay mid-ship and get ready to support whoever kicks a bigger hornet's nest. Charlie, stay with the grizzlies and keep any of the curious at bay._

_Whoa! _

_What is it, Alpha?_

_We got a lot of armor here, sir, _the Spartan said. _I'm seeing a dozen wraiths, and that might be only one level. Think we found their armor support ship._

_Speak of the devil, and he shall appear, _Naomi said. She nodded towards the ship where five anti-air configuration wraiths were pulling out.

_This is the Master Chief to our Shortsword support, do you copy?_

_Reading you loud, Master Chief. What is it?_

_Hold off on your approach, we got anti-air units in the AO._

_You sure? We can juke and jive around anything the Nations throws up._

_Are you sure?_

_Positive. They won't keep us from the fight._

"Somehow I doubt that anything would keep them from helping us out," John muttered. He went back to the comm line. _Make your approach, Shortswords. Change of plans, Spartans, I want those AA wraiths taken._

_Taken out, or captured-taken? _Charlie asked.

_Captured. If the Covenant got a lot of armor, might as well use it against them. Grizzlies, draw their fire. Everyone else, grab them or any other available armor you see._

_Sure thing. _

John hit the boost on the Revenant and they slowly pulled forward. The thing had terrible boost, but it got them closer than foot-slogging it. The wraith's plasma turrets opened up on them as they got within range.

"Hold your fire," Linda said. She paused for a moment, then quickly emptied her magazine. Four of the gunners dropped dead.

"Show off," Kelly grinned, taking the last two with Fred.

"Gotta stay in practice."

"Come on, let's show these young ones how to catch a ride," John said. He turned to Fred. "You take right, I got left."

"Always," Fred grinned.

John hit the booster again and pulled towards the two closest wraiths, aiming for the middle. The wraiths barely had time to draw a bead on them. As they got close, they jumped, landing on the thick hulls of the tanks. Fred killed one shield layer, feeding it to his suit's servos, and landed a wicked punch that dented the armor. He hit it again and was able to pull the driver's canopy off. The elite driver tried to cut him with a tiny plasma dagger, but in the cramped space of the wraith, he couldn't get a good angle.

Fred grabbed his arm and hauled him out. With his servos running on more power, he easily shattered the elite's arm. He took a moment to put a bullet in its brain, then threw it away. He slid into the cockpit just as the rest of their team captured their respective wraith.

_Everyone good? _John asked.

_I'm good, _Mary said.

_Do you even have to ask? _Linda said.

_Figured it was the polite thing to do,_ John said._ Come in, Shortswords. We've taken out their AA, you're free to rule the skies._

_Thanks for making them friendly, Chief. We're marking you on maps, and we're bringing the hurt._

Fred hissed in annoyance as the ancient war machine slowly lowered its barrel towards the ground. More covenant were leaving the ship, plenty by ways of ghosts, and they needed to be stopped. Surprisingly, his suit was able to interface with the wraith, and he opened fire with the fuel rod cannons, and it was like a neon dance party suddenly started. The things still put out an unbelievable amount of fire, even if his suit was registering slightly more radiation than normal.

_Good to see those things not being used on us,_ the Shortsword pilot said.

_Can I get someone on a turret? _Fred asked. _This thing doesn't move very fast._

_On it!_ Mary said. _I'm detonating my wraith. _

Fred was actually able to feel the explosion deep inside the thick layers of armor. He heard a thud, and a pater of feet as Mary climbed aboard.

_How you doing, Spartan? _He asked.

_F-fine, sir, _she replied. He could hear the forward mounted plasma turret spooling up and shooting.

_You're doing good. Keep this up, and we'll be done in no time._

_In case anyone is wondering,_ Cortana said, _we've got our backs to a few dozen hostile tanks that should be on our ass any second._

_Don't worry, Calvary is coming,_ Charlie said. The pounding of the grizzly's main battle cannons rang out. _We've got your back, keep up the fire._

Fred never let the trigger go. He was saturating the area with fuel rod shots, and that was just him. He was sure that John, Kelly, Naomi and Linda were equally busy mowing anyone down.

_Alpha here, took some casualties, but we got our own armor._

_Bravo here, we're inside, blowing up anything we can't get our greedy little hands on. _

_Shortswords, you doing good?_

_We're fine, _the pilot said with a chuckle in her voice._ We used to bullseye womp rats back home. This ain't much different. _

_Cortana, are you and Tracy finding anything on the comms?_

_I-I-I-I-I-n this congestion?_ Cortana said, her voice module glitching. _Next to impossible. _

_There doesn't seem to be any prophets aboard the ship, though, _Tracy added.

_How much attention are we drawing?_

_All of it, _Cortana said.

_Good, that means our main army gets more breathing room, _John said._ Keep it up, Spartans. We're coming up on the light at the end of the tunnel._

* * *

><p>"Move faster!" Savis demanded.<p>

"Yes, holy relic," Ful said. He turned to his guard and yelled at them in turn. "Move faster! The holy relic demands that we move!"

Truth held onto his gravity throne as the Phantom sped up. He was surrounded by the filthy honor guard, but he had to bear the insult; they were on their way to reclaim the control room. He looked out the small view port of the drop ship. Dozens of ships flew with them, and even more ground troops traveled below.

"We are here," the pilot said. "The humans and heretics are at the breech in force."

"Slaughter them all," Truth demanded.

"By your command," Ful said. "All units, open fire!"

Truth could feel the air around him roiling with their fury. He heard the ground being pounded with explosions. Looking outside, he could see the occasional ship burst into flames as it was shot down.

"Yes, yes, that's it," Salvis said. "We're so close. Just a few more customers and we can close for the day."

"Take the ground from them," Ful said. "Drop! Now!"

Safe on his throne, Truth watched their troops drop to the ground, covering it with their numbers, bodies and blood. The humans fought bravely, aided by the heretics. Massive tanks helped hold the entrance to the Installation, the inner working of the blessed Ark, with their troops hiding behind barricades. He saw plenty of Demons there, too, but they would be swamped by their numbers all the same.

For every three Sanghili that fell, one human would die. And for every casualty Ful's men suffered, four more moved to replace them. The Unggoys died endlessly, their numbers not even remotely diminished.

"Push them! Harder!" Ful demanded, scanning the battlefield. "Pilot! Land us! Must I do everything myself?"

"Yes, you might need to get your hands dirty a bit," Salvis said. "But you still get commission. Don't worry about that."

"I am not worried about dying," Ful said, "I'm worried about our place in heaven being denied to us yet again."

"Then use that motivation to not lose," Salvis said. "Come on, the flood might be here any minute!"

The ship landed and the doors opened. Truth took the opportunity to leave the cramped confines of the ship, and open air greeted him.

"Stay with the prophet at all times," Ful said to their honor guard. "We cannot lose him."

"By your command."

"Oh, blessed Forerunners, we have returned to you," Truth said. He never felt so alive! They were so close to the end of the Great Journey! "Soon, soon we shall be with you."

"Move up!" Ful demanded.

"You seem to be enjoying yourself," Salvis said, floating up to Truth.

"Oh, holy relic, your wisdom is beyond measure," Truth said. "Thank you for leading us here."

"Don't thank me yet, we still have to activate the array," the relic cooed.

"Yes, you are right," Truth said. "Our journey was long, but it is not yet done." He turned to the multitude of troops behind him, those waiting to fight and die, all in the name of the Covenant. "Fight on! For we are almost here! The moment of our dreams is at hand! Shall we let the humans deny us any longer? Shall we forfeit our blessings to the heretics?"

Sanghili and Jiralhanae roared, beating their weapons and armor.

"We shall not! So fight on! Press harder! Eternal glory is ours for the taking!" Truth bellowed. The sea of bodies surged forward, punctuated by growling tanks and swooping banshees.

"We are the righteous, and our fury will burn those impure to cinders! Watch as they tremble! Watch as they quake! Watch as they fall!"

Truth stared at the destruction that was being unleashed. His heart leapt with joy as the humans were pushed back, as the heretics were executed, as their journey continued.

"Yes, yes, move forward!" Ful cried.

"Just a little more," Salvis said.

"Fight on! We are almost there!"

* * *

><p>Space boiled as the armada dropped back into reality.<p>

"Hot damn," Sterling said, looking out at the installation. Debris was everywhere; they could barely move without hitting anything. And that was just one ship; the entire armada would be getting dinged up.

Well, what was left of the armada, anyways. Sterling only had a fourth of the fleet, and they had their work cut out for them. The Nation ships that had survived were mostly dreadnaughts, the big guns, and there were plenty of them. Obsolete or not, they were big and still heavily armed. They would be a problem.

"What's this?" Holly said. The AI flickered to life on the display, and zoomed in on the distant Installation. Somehow, against all odds, there were still a group of ships left fighting. "I'll be damned."

"All ships, open fire, we got friendlies there that need help," Sterling said. Plasma torpedoes and MAC rounds spun out into the void, engulfing debris and scattering it about. "Attack form delta, move around the Ark and flank them. Holly, whose ships are left?"

"Four Spartan, seven UNSC, and five Sangheili."

"Open a channel to all of them," he said. "This is Sterling with the Spartan Navy. Hold tight, the Calvary is here. Holly, Move us forward, I want us to draw some of their attention."

"On it. I'm getting a message from Madani."

"Put it through."

Madani flashed on screen as the comm channel was connected.

"General Madani, glad you're in one piece," Sterling said, saluting.

"Just barely," Madani said. "As you can tell, we're up against a pretty heavy offensive. I hate to be pushy, but would you kindly take the skies away from the Nations?"

"Already working on it." The ship shook as the Nation's dreadnaughts weapons hit them. Their shields held strong, for the time. "We'll have it in less than twenty minutes. Your ground forces need any ordinance?"

"They could always use it. We're getting reports that a prophet was spotted with a massive army at his beck and call. They're making moves to gain access to the Ark. Any fire you could direct their way would be greatly appreciated."

"I'm getting the coordinates," Holly said. "Putting it on screen."

Madani's screen was shrunk and pushed to the side as Holly showed him exactly where bombardment was needed. Sterling blinked; there were so many troop on the ground, he couldn't make heads or tails of it.

"Wow."

"That's…a lot of troops," Holly mumbled.

"Those idiots," Sterling chuckled. "They're all bunched up. Holly, are there any of our ships in position for bombardment?"

"There are a few."

"Give them ground priority over shooting down dreadnaughts. Our boys and girls could use some breathing room."

"On it."

"Anything else I can help with?" Sterling asked.

"Just keep raining hell down on them," Madani said. "I'll let you know when our forces move in to evict them."

"Understood, sir. Happy hunting, Sterling out."

The comm channel closed, and Sterling went back to scanning the battle playing out in space.

"We seem to be in good position."

"We do outnumber our opponent," Holly said.

"Where's our wing force? They around the Ark yet?"

"They're just about to come around."

"Shoot a nuke off at the Nations, let's see if we can pull off a Keyes Loop before our ships can come around."

"You do know that's not the correct way to execute a Loop, right?"

"Details."

* * *

><p><em>All units, this is General Madani, we're getting reports of a massive incursion force making for the control room. A prophet is at the head of the push, repeat, a prophet. This was the moment we've been waiting for. Any available forces are to engage the offensive. Air support is softening up resistance.<em>

_Hear that, Spartans? _John said. _We've got our target._

_Not exactly sure we can easily break away, _Fred said. He gave the wraith a moment to cool down. He was shooting so fast, the guns were threatening to melt. Mary, sitting in the turret, kept up her fire. _This is wall-to-wall shooting._

_We can't let them get to the control room, _John said. _Shortswords, do you see an end to this tide?_

_They're thinning out, definitely, _the lead pilot said._ And we're nearly out of munitions. We're tagging out with the Hornets, they'll be on station in no time._

_Thanks for the assist._

_It's been our pleasure._

_Anyone got ideas? We need to break away._

_And get across the station,_ Tracy said. _The location we're provided puts them on another arm. _

_Sixty kilometers away,_ Cortana added.

_We can't make it there in time, _Mary said.

_How about we use the teleportation grid again? _Kelly asked. _Can we do local jumps?_

_I was just about to mention that,_ Cortana smiled. _Took the words right out of my mouth._

_Great minds think alike._

_We might have a slight problem with that, though,_ Tracy said.

_How can this get any worse? _Fred asked. He opened fire again, cutting down waves of grunts. He hoped that the ancient wraith could take it.

_The Nations are flooding us with troops. Our defensive position at the entrance of the Ark has already been overrun, _Tracy said. _Sterling is back in system and is opening up with orbital bombardments, but there are still too many troops entering to feasibly fight._

_If it ain't easy…_Kelly said.

_This is beyond hard, this is suicide!_

_How many troops can we teleport in one go? _John asked.

_You know, I don't think I ever found out, _Cortana said. _I've only teleported you._

_Can we teleport a tank or two?_

_We'll need more than two tanks._

_How about four? Can we teleport four tanks at once?_

_Might need a little tweaking with the software, but I can't see why not,_ Cortana said. _But we can't just jump into the deepest part of the Ark. We'll be swamped, overwhelmed. There are easily five thousand already inside, more every second._

_Then we'll need to teleport in, then move out of the LZ, and keep sending more troops in, _John said. _Scale up the operation until we're on equal footing._

_It's so crazy, it just might work._

_Alpha, Bravo, you hear that?_

_Got every crazy word of it._

_You want it?_

_Hell yes!_

_Have you got your hands on armor?_

_We do, and we're beating face with it._

_Good. Get outside and form up with Charlie. We'll be jumping into hell again. _

_We're running low on ammo, but we'll jump with you, regardless,_ Charlie said.

_Cortana, can you get in contact with the nearest base?_ John asked. _We need more Spartans and armor._

_Already on it. We'll be the first wave. _

_We've got some OMAC teams responding already,_ Tracy said. _They've got heavy weapons, so they'll be fine._

_What's that thing that Mendez would always say about launching an offensive?_ Linda asked. _Something about an attack going well._

'_If you're attack is going well, you've walked into an ambush,'_ Fred grinned.

_Then let's hope it _doesn't_ go well, _Naomi said.

_G-generals, are you sure this would work?_ Mary hesitantly asked.

_Not in the slightest, _John said.

_Alright, we're ready to go,_ Cortana said.

_Beam us up._

Even in the tank, Fred was blinded as the teleportation grid flared to life. He squeezed his fists, waiting for the moment of brief nausea to pass. With a flip, his stomach settled, and the wraith heavily jolted to the side.

_General, look out! _Mary said.

Opening his eyes, Fred realized that the wraith was nearly falling off a bridge. He grabbed the control rod and wrestled with it, getting the wraith back on solid footing.

_I'm sorry! I'm sorry! _Cortana said. _I never teleported a wraith before, I might have gotten something wrong!_

_No worries, I'm fine,_ Fred said._ Mary, how are you doing?_

_A little freaked out, but I'm okay, _she said.

Fred looked around and realized that they were in the middle of a huge column of Covenant troops. Jackals and grunts squawked and jumped away as they teleported in, while some were unexpectedly crushed. There had to be hundreds of them in the massive tunnel, and they were all staring at them in utter shock.

_What are you waiting for, an engraved invitation? _John asked. He broke the stunned silence with a volley from the anti-air wraith. After that, all hell broke loose.

The covenant ground troops were cut down like they were mowing grass. But with so many of them in the confines of the Forerunner station, the losses seemed minimal. Plasma rounds and needles shattered against the heavy armor of the wraith, and grenades shook and melted what little good armor it had left.

_Mary, are you okay? _Fred asked

_I'm fine, _Mary said from the gunner's seat. Fred could still hear her firing. _I've got my armor locked, I can take a little more of this._

_Can you move?_

_No, I can't, but with this…this shooting gallery, I don't have to. _

_Move, Blue Team, _John said. _We need to get out of our impromptu LZ._

Fred gunned the wraith forward, and in slowly complied. Warnings were going off left and right, making it look like a red strobe light was going off in the cockpit.

_I'm losing this thing, _he said.

_Same here. _Kelly had to shout to be heard over her sirens.

_We're getting shot to shit. Where's that backup we're supposed to be getting? _Naomi demanded. Her answer was the thunderous detonations of canister rounds. Rows upon rows of covenant were mowed down.

_You rang? _Charlie said. The grizzlies grinded forward, their engines billowing smoke.

_You okay there, Charlie?_ John asked. _You look a little rough for the wear._

_They just scratched our paintjobs, _Charlie said.

_If they keep that scratching up, there won't be much paint left, _Fred said.

_Too right! But don't you worry, we still have Alpha and Bravo coming in behind us. _

Fred turned his wraith, just in time to see Alpha being teleported in with their stolen tanks.

_That's a lot of covvies, Bob,_ Alpha quipped.

_Cortana, are there any more squads coming in?_

_Y-y-y-you bet, _she said._ After Bravo is in, we got some OMAC squads foot slogging it. _

_We might have to hoof it, too. These things won't last._

Fred's wraith was rocked, and the sirens turned into a constant drone.

_Hunters! Behind us!_

_This thing is done, _Fred said._ Mary, abandon the wraith before it blows!_

He hauled himself up from the cockpit, only to be offered a hand from above. He took it, and Mary pulled him out with such ease, she had to be supercharging her servos.

_Get your shields back up, Spartan, _he snapped. They both jumped, just as the wraith's engine exploded. They landed in front of the tank, and the whittled-down front armor just barely protected them. The pressure wave knocked Fred down with so much force, he felt a rib or two crack.

_Fred, Mary, get behind me, _John said. _I've got some armor left, should be enough to provide cover._

Fred checked his assault rifle, making sure that it was fully loaded. Mary charged out of cover first, taking a few shots for her trouble. But her shields were able to hold strong, and Fred leapt out after her, gunning down a few grunts and wounded elites.

The hunters were taken out by Kelly's wraith, but there seemed to be no end to the foot soldiers.

_Hit 'em, OMAC! _

Rockets exploded, shattering advancing lines. Railguns blew down columns of troops, and small-arms fire liberated brains from heads.

_You're late to the party,_ John said.

_Sorry, Chief, we had some bad traffic. Sgt. Brookes, 8__th__ OMAC squad, reporting in._

_Nice to see you again, sergeant, _Linda said.

_Glad to be here, ma'am. Normally, I'd ask for you to point us in the right direction, but it seems there's very little pointing needed._

_Quick on the uptake, I see,_ John chuckled. _Let's finish this fight, Spartans._

* * *

><p>Gasping for breath, Roma reluctantly patched herself back up. She was bleeding from dozens of different cuts and stabs, and was loving every second of it.<p>

_That…that was incredible, _the fragment of the rampant Demeter gasped.

_Was it good for you, too? _Roma grinned.

_Oh, the best. You were so good!_

Ahead of her, Ted was stabbing some poor brute repeatedly. Every stab was in the brute's arms, or were shallow stabs in the chest. It roared in pain and helplessness; Ted had already shattered its arms.

"Is this what it's like?" Roma asked. She could barely stand on her legs; they were like rubber. "Going out, having fun, and always coming back?"

"So far," Ted said. The brute's cries turned to whimpers as blood loss set in. He grabbed its head and squeezed, pushing his thumbs deep into its eyes. "And I thought my death would be out here. I tried _so_ hard to look for her."

"Hold on, I'm getting a comm channel," Ted's Demeter said. She played it on his suit's speakers.

"OMAC teams, this is General Madani. You're needed to teleport deep into the Ark to cut off the advancing Nations push. They're making an assault on the control room, and we can't let them get in there. When you're set, send a ready signal; you'll be teleported into the fray. You'll be the reinforcements, so you'll be taking the brunt of it.

"This will be the fight of your lives. Act accordingly."

"I can't wait," Ted hissed. "Demeter, can you get us into the thick of it? The real shit?"

"I'll see what I can do."

"Oh god, I can't wait," Roma cooed. She picked up a fallen plasma rifle, and made sure that her knife was with her. More cuts, more pain were coming.

Ted was giggling to himself again. Roma was nearly ready to laugh as well. Then a beam of light swallowed them up, and the next thing she knew, she was standing next to a brute. A long line of brutes, actually. They were deep inside the Ark, right next to the advancing line of troops. The brute jumped, and she buried her knife deep into its neck.

"Let's do this!" Ted bellowed, charging into glorious close combat.

Those fucking covvies never knew what hit them.

* * *

><p>With the shock of seeing heavy tanks teleporting right into their midst began wearing off, the grizzlies got torn up fast. With so many troops pouring through the Ark, even the canister rounds failed to stop them all. It was almost like a flood; numbers without end. Fred saw the drivers leaping out from the tanks before they could explode, and Brooke's OMAC team was swallowed up. He could see them fighting, and he wondered how long they could survive. But the advancing troops seemed more intent on moving forward than confirming a kill.<p>

_Keep hitting them, _John said, sweeping the wraith around. The anti-air fuel rod cannons finally overheated, turning a brilliant cherry color, and seized up. _Out on foot, Spartans, go!_

_Any idea what we're supposed to do? _Mary asked.

_I figured we'd just shoot a bunch of things until they stopped moving, _John said._ Change things up a little._

_Looks like that plan got shot to hell,_ Kelly said. _Get it?_ She jumped out of her wraith and into a group of elites. Most roared and charged her, but a few actually ignored her, running forward. Fortunately, Kelly was ahead of Fred and Mary, and they were able to gun the cowards down.

_You know they're still trying to bog us down, _Bravo said. Somehow, their wraiths were still functioning, and they continued to lob explosive orbs at the advancing lines.

_Too bad it's working, _Naomi said.

_Tracy, do we know how many troops are here? _Mary asked.

_I'm trying to, but it's a little difficult at the moment, _the AI said crossly.

_We're getting word from the navy that UNSC forces were able to curtail the number of troops entering, _Cortana said. _We might be nearing the end…oh no._

_More good news? _Fred demanded. A brute swung at him, and he was barely able to fend it off. He put it down with the last of his clip. Instead of reloading, he grabbed the spiker and turned it on the next three brutes.

_The UNSC forces holding the control room just fell,_ Contana said._ We need to get there! Stop them from activating the arrays! _

_How far are we from the control room? _John asked.

_Just over a kilometer._

_Spartans, form up, _John snapped. _This is gonna be the worst klick you've ever had to walk in your lives. Alpha, you're covering our rears. Bravo, help us blaze a trail. Charlie, are you still here?_

_Negative, Chief, Charlie got swarmed, _Brooke said._ Bastards got them when they got the grizzlies._

_Brooke, you're with us._

_Solid copy. Hear that, OMAC? We get to hoof it with the Chief! Move!_

Three Spartans raced forward, catching hell for their trouble. All carried some kind of heavy weapon; Fred saw a rocket launcher, a railgun, and a Spartan laser.

_Is that all of your squad? _Fred asked. He looked on their comm channel; they had arrived with ten.

_It is,_ Brooke said. She was the one carrying the Spartan laser. _We're all that's left._

_We'll mourn them later,_ Kelly said. _Right now, let's pay these bastards back._

_I like that idea, ma'am,_ Brooke said. She slung the laser over her shoulder and scooped up a plasma repeater. Her shields sparked off, but she ignored it.

_Bravo, move up, _John said.

_We're moving as fast as these wraiths can go!_

_That's not fast enough, _John said. _Boost them._

_Negative, sir. We can't stop shooting, _Bravo said_. We'll stay back and help Alpha, they need the help._

John paused, but only for a second.

_Give 'em hell, Spartan._

_Yes, sir! Come on, Spartans, you wanna live forever? Form a line, we won't let 'em pass!_

The remaining wraiths moved, slowly clogging the wide tunnel. They never let up from their relentless barrage of plasma. Fred and Mary cut down any covenant that were able to make it past them. Somehow, the tanks were able to cut off the advancing tide.

_We need to move,_ John said. _We don't know how long they're going to be able to hold the Covenant off. _

The Master Chief blazed the trail, cutting down dozens of grunts and jackals that were ahead of them. Linda's rifle cracked, elites and brutes fell. Kelly raced ahead, raining stolen grenades on anyone unlucky enough to be within throwing distance. Naomi was right behind her, putting down anyone left standing. Fred grabbed his fallen rifle, and Mary offered him a spare magazine.

_Keep it for yourself, _he said. _We can make due._

_S-sir, can we make it in time? _She asked.

_That's a stupid question and I'm not going to answer it. _But even Fred knew that they would be cutting it way too close for comfort.

* * *

><p>The last lines of the pathetic human defense have failed. Many were killed in the resulting route.<p>

"Save some of them," Salvis ordered. "We need them to trigger the array."

"You heard the holy relic, we need captive humans!" Ful roared, his ornate golden armor covered with blood from both the humans and from his fallen brothers and sisters.

"That one," Truth said, pointing from behind his throne's shield. "And those two. Yes, them."

The doors to the control room were closed, but they would soon change that.

"Let me see them," Salvis said, floating forward. Covenant bowed and scrapped the ground as the relic drifted past them, towards a holographic control panel. "Yes, yes, yes, open up!"

The doors grinded open, revealing a few remaining humans. They opened fire from mounted turrets and handheld weapons. There were even a few of the lesser Demons with them. While they were sound in their resolve, they were lacking in numbers.

"Attack!" Truth cried, and the wave of bodies pushed forward, firing as they went. "Capture those who aren't killed!"

Facing a wave of the faithful many, the human's guns were quickly silenced, the defenders killed or maimed. Ful loped forward, picking up a wounded Demon.

"You shall be our sacrifice," he snarled, roughly pulling the Demon's helmet off. Truth was surprised to see a woman under it; even more surprise when she spat on Ful.

"Go to hell, you vacking hinge-head," she snarled. Ful roared and activated his plasma sword. He severed her left arm at the shoulder. The woman screamed as she was dragged forward, closer to the control panel. "That all you got? That all you got?" She howled in pain. The sword has cauterized the wound.

"Gather them up, my salesmen," Salvis said, floating on forward. Truth followed him, and the human prisoners were pushed forward. "The Flood are about to be stopped! Most excellent work!"

Ful's prisoner thrashed and kicked, despite her lost arm. Ful lashed her against the face, but she clung to consciousness.

"I like this one," he chuckled darkly. "Nice and feisty."

"You're not my type, dickweed," she spat, head lolling.

"She'll do," Salvis said.

Ahead, at the center of the cavernous room, was a long holographic panel. It seemed simple, sparse, yet contained the end to their Great Journey.

"At long last, we are here," Truth said. "Soldiers of the Covenant! We can see the end of the Great Journey!"

Cheers erupted, weapons were beat together, and for the first time that Truth had ever seen, Sangheili and Jiralhanae stood side by side, without bickering or fighting.

The human prisoners were pushed to the front, shoved down in front of the mighty control panel.

"Tough scat, you vack for brains," the Demon woman chuckled. "You need an Index to turn it on."

"You mean this?" Salvis drifted forward, a holographic projector hidden in his frame activating. Floating in midair was a cross-shaped device.

"What?" The Demon gasped. "You can't have the Index, it's locked up with ONI."

"Oh, but I can," Salvis said, floating closer to her.

"Bull. You're not a Monitor, you can't make it."

"I'm not, but I can, and I have!" Salvis roared, his eye glaring red. "Tell me, who do you think built this wonderful Installation? A select few? No, it took an entire species' worth of help to construct this! It took a massive, multi-system business to build it! It just didn't spring up from the ground!"

Truth laughed at the Demon's expression. Just seeing a holy Index had sapped her will to talk. She cradled her new stump, no doubt fighting for every second of consciousness.

"Do you know how long it took to sell the idea of this Installation?" Salvis demanded. "Do you have any idea how many pitches had to be made? Entire systems were swallowed by the Flood before the customer even contemplated the creation of the arrays! They knew they wanted it, needed it, but they still refused to buy it! It took much talking, much upselling, and much cold calling to even get them to read the proposal on it!

"But I am patient. I'm thorough. I'm convincing. And above all, I'm a really, really damn good salesman! I spoke for my company, I sold them the idea for this array, and I am the one most responsible for it! The Monitors? They just control what was already built! It is the salesmen who get things done, it is the ones who chase leads and close deals that make the universe work. I sold the idea for this Installation once, I aim to sell it again!"

He spun, floating up towards the panel, and linked with the ancient systems. Truth stuttered with joy and reverence as the panel lit up to the command of the relic. In the middle of the lights, a button appeared; a button that would trigger their ascension. Oh, how blessed was he to find Salvis!

"You say I need the Index to trigger the array? It was a simple matter to create a new one," Salvis continued. "Anyone who sells a product must be ready to support it when trouble arises. It's not a question of 'if,' but a question of 'when.' We can't have a customer having buyer's remorse with a product of _this_ size and scope. Many things had to be fixed during its construction and during testing; backdoors and keys were needed. Yes, it took time to craft a new Index, but time is one thing that I had. Now, be a dear, and trigger the array."

"Vack you," the Demon woman spat.

"Oh manager, would you be a dear?" Salvis said sweetly. Ful was only too happy to comply. He struck the woman's head, sending her sprawling. "Trigger the array!"

"Bet you feel like a big man," she hissed, spitting up blood, "hitting me when I'm down."

"Do what the holy relic tells you, Demon," Ful said, hauling her to her feet. "The array; trigger it and make us gods!"

The woman pushed against the panel, trying to get away from the button. Ful shifted his grip on her and pushed with all his might. Missing one arm, she inched closer to the button. Eventually her remaining arm gave out and she hit the panel with her chest. Truth's heart pounded in his chest.

"Yes, yes, trigger it!" Salvis screamed. "Save us from the Flood!"

"You will do as you are told, Demon," Ful hissed.

"Go vack your sister," the woman said. She lashed out, kicking Full in the knee. He stumbled, and she spun around, grabbing a grenade from Ful's belt. She triggered it and held it in her hand, right next to Ful's head.

"Kill me, a dozen shall take my place, Demon," he spat.

"The name is Palmer, asshole," she hissed. "Sarah Palmer." The grenade's whine increased, and at the last second, she threw it. She had a clear line to Truth, but instead, she threw it at Salvis.

"No!"

Truth was one of the many dozen to throw himself between the grenade and the relic. It exploded, killing three Sangheili and two Jiralhanae, but somehow spared him. Truth looked up; the relic was unharmed, and warm relief flooded him.

It was short lived. The Demon Palmer had grabbed the plasma sword from Ful's side and launched herself headlong towards Truth, screaming like some infernal harpy. The other humans kept by the panel had freed themselves as well; their guards were the ones to dive on the grenade meant for the relic.

Truth spun backwards, trying to get away from the Demon. She swung the sword like a bludgeon, but she didn't need the finesse. Truth's charged shields were drained with every swipe.

"Help me!" He screamed.

The troops behind him finally sprang into action, but their attention was cruelly diverted. Explosions rocked the pathway behind them; it sounded like fuel rod guns.

"Shoot her! Shoot her!" Truth screamed. He primed the cannons on his throne, but the Demon Palmer spun away at the last second. If she still had her arm, it would have been shot off. Getting to his feet, Ful snarled and charged the Demon woman. He stopped dead in his tracks as the air cracked, his helmet split open and his brains decorated the panel.

"Get up and kill them!" Salvis cried. All around him, troops were running into the fray. The Demon Palmer hacked at all who challenged her, screaming fury. Others turned to face the threat from behind them, and Jiralhanae roared. Truth turned, only to feel his blood run cold. There were nine blood-drenched Greater Demons racing towards them. Nine!

"What happened to you soldiers?" Truth shrieked. "Kill them! Kill them all!"

* * *

><p><em>Made it! <em>John gasped. His arms shook with exertion, but he held them steady. _This is it, Spartans! _

_Last hurrah, OMAC!_ Brooke was screaming herself hoarse.

_Is that a Monitor? _Mary gasped, gunning down rows of grunts. Her rifle clicked on empty, and she threw it away.

_Sergeant, give me that laser, _John growled. _I know how to take these things down._

Weathering the hail of fire, Brooke threw the heavy laser to him. Quite a feat with a shattered arm.

_Just like taking out Guilty Spark, huh?_ Cortana asked, her voice cracking.

_What a relief _that_ was, _John said. He lunged to the side, avoiding a blast from the prophet's gravity throne, and primed the laser. It spun up at half the time he expected it to. He was glad that they finally got around to fixing the biggest problem of the weapon. The floating Monitor was blasted apart in one shot in a brilliant lance of red.

* * *

><p>"No!" Truth screamed as the holy relic was destroyed. "Demons! Blasphemers! Kill them all!"<p>

He fired again at the Demons, but they scattered at the last second.

"Where are you all? Kill them!"

He turned, looking for more soldiers to throw at them, but the Demons had chewed through them at such a rate it astounded him. Suddenly, the Demon Palmer launched herself at him.

The plasma sword was long since depleted, but it didn't deter her. Truth tried to float back, but she managed landed on his throne. With one punch, she nearly knocked him clear off the throne. Truth spun around, trying to throw her off. She grabbed the massive back with her one remaining arm, holding on for dear life.

"You filthy Demon, you will pay for that!" Truth yelled through shattered teeth. The Demon lunged forward, biting Truth in the throat. He screamed and thrashed, trying to free himself, but she bit hard and deep, and held on. His voice cracked as she shook her head, and he screamed as he tore his throat out. Or he tried to. The throne spun wildly, and everything quickly went black.

* * *

><p>The Spartan-IV pounded the prophet's dead skull to a bloody pulp, completely ignoring the incoming fire.<p>

"Think you got him," John said, running up to her. He pulled her behind the crashed gravity throne. It provided just enough cover for the both of them.

"Vacking asshole," she cursed.

"What's the plan now, Chief?" Fred asked. He was covered with gauze pads and bio-foam, which were soaked with blood, but the old man remained strong.

"We hold the control room," John said. "We can't let anyone else access it. Cortana, can you deactivate the Ark?"

"Just upload me and let me work my magic," the AI said. "I'm not getting any saner, Chief. Hurry."

"I'm working on it," John growled.

"I'll cover you," Mary said, stepping forward. There were still dozens of Covenant at the entrance to the control room, and they were all making a push towards them. The Chief ran to the panel and inserted Cortana's chip. She shimmered to life and deactivated the array.

"Anyone got any ammo?" Kelly asked, trying to re-insert her dislocated shoulder.

"I'm fresh out," Naomi said.

"That big golden one got my last round," Linda said.

Explosions rocked the entrance, and troops were thrown around like rag dolls.

"Check your fire, those are friendlies down range," Tracy called out.

One lone, blood drenched Spartan charged the remaining brutes with an insane laugh.

"Heeeeere's Teddy!"

"Oh, goddammit, of all the people to rescue us," Fred spat.

Ted was a blur, hacking apart brutes with a knife before they could even blink. A few were able to lash out, but it was like trying to hit water. Ted flowed around them and easily butchered them, tearing limb from limb with reckless abandon. He was positively drenched with blood, and laughed wildly.

Soon another Spartan joined the fray, much to Fred's relief. She seemed heavily injured, but fought on like a wild animal. By then, all of the Covenant were dead.

"Is that all of them?" Kelly asked, hissing in pain. Her shoulder must've been re-inserted wrong.

"Generals! Master Chief!" More Spartans ran up to reinforce them. "We got word that you were hurt."

Fred gave Mary a hard look. The tiny Spartan shrugged guiltily.

"These soldiers could use it more," John said. He helped the Spartan-IV stand steady. "What's your name, soldier?"

"Palmer."

"You fought like a wildcat, Palmer. Good job."

"I didn't need the help, I had them all," she said with as much bravado she could muster. Given the shock of her missing arm, it wasn't a whole lot.

"We couldn't let you have all the fun," John said, going along with the bluff.

"Palmer!" The captured soldiers were running up to her. "That's the Master Chief!"

"'The' Master Chief?"

"Yes!"

"Oh. It's…un, nice to meet you. Thought you were MIA."

"I got better," John grinned. Spartans ran up to her, pulling out field aid kits.

"So, word around the campfire turned out to be right." John looked up. The blood-caked Spartan was sauntering over to him. His HUD didn't register a rank, just a name. "Looks like we got to be big damn heroes and save the galaxy, huh?"

"Thanks for the assist, Theodore."

"Call me Ted." John could hear the wolfish grin on his voice. Something about Ted rubbed him the wrong way.

"Back off," Fred snapped.

"Come on, Fred, can't I meet a living legend?" Ted whined. John accepted Fred's private comm line.

_You know him? _

_He's a psychopath from our time, stay away from him._

_He does seem a bit off, _John said. He killed the comm line. Psycho or not, he helped save them, and that demanded respect.

"Thanks for the help," he said.

"Always glad to help when it comes to killing," Ted hissed. He held out his hand, and John shook it. Through the caked blood, he could see that Ted had modified his armor. A massive, toothy grinning face adorned his visor, some kind of perversion of their 'Spartan smile,' and on the thin strips of chest armor, he carved 'hyper-lethal and loving it!'

"Sergeant Brooke, I order you and your squad to arrest that man," Fred said.

"Sir?" Brooke said. "Yes, sir. Hands up, Theodore."

"But I was having so much fun." He pouted, but lazily raised his hands. Brooke stepped forward to detain him. "Better get Roma before she gives herself another scar."

"Roma is here?"

"Back there." He jerked his head. The wounded Spartan was walking from body to body, dealing coup de graces. She was bleeding from dozens of wounds, but ignored them all.

"Roma, form up, we're taking this man to custody."

"Hey, Chief," Cortana said from the panel. "I'm getting word that Medani is sending down help to secure the control room."

"Form up, Spartans. We're overdue for some R&R."


	18. Chapter 18

Dozens of Spartans henpecked them about their injuries as they made their way to the nearest entrance point. Dozens more cheered for them. Fred realized just how tired he was when they finally got to the Pelican waiting at the entrance, and practically collapsed in the nearest chair.

"Hell of a fight," Kelly groaned, rubbing her recently re-inserted shoulder.

"Too right," Naomi agreed.

"There room in here?" Fred looked up, and saw two Spartans walking towards them with heavy limps. He recognized their voices.

"Alpha, is that you?" He asked.

"In the flesh," the Spartan tensely laughed.

"Good to see you made it out of there," John said.

"Me, too," the soldier said. "Some hard chargers from Bravo made it, but they needed a medi-vac."

"Remind me to pay them a visit," John said.

"Sure thing," Cortana said.

"Hold up, looks like some UNSC personnel need a lift," Naomi said. She pointed to the entrance, where a group of the defending marines and Spartan-IVs were being helped out. "Hop in! I'm sure we're going the same way."

"Thanks," Palmer said. Two marines were helping her along. With the fight over, she was nearly dropping from exhaustion and shock. She still hadn't wiped the prophet's blood from her mouth.

"Anything for a fellow soldier."

"Didn't think you Spartan-Vs thought highly of us." The marines helped her into a seat. She was able to strap herself in.

"Call us old-fashioned," Kelly said with a chuckle.

"All aboard," the pilot called out over the speakers. "Next stop, home away from home."

"And not a moment too soon," Palmer mumbled.

The Pelican lifted off and soared through the air. Fred looked out and saw that they were getting an escort from a squad of Shortswords.

"An escort? Is there still fighting going on?" He asked.

"There's pocket of resistance still holding out," Tracy said. "But for the most part, the Nations have stopped."

"Just like that?"

"Well, I gave them a hand," Cortana said. "I took the opportunity to broadcast the Covenant's last hurrah to every available faction. You got a good view of the final action, Chief. Ever think about directing?"

"I thought the comm channels were congested," John said.

"They were, but I was able to tap into the Forerunner's channels," she said. John's HUD frizzed, but he ignored it. "Not the same as a direct broadcast and I had to add some work-arounds, but command was set up in Forerunner sites, so they were able to get it. They've been passing it on to everyone they could, even managed to send it to some of the remaining Covenant."

"It's sapping their morale, but they're fighting to the bitter end," Tracy said.

"Fitting," Linda sighed.

"Quite."

Fred heard shouts from below the drop ship. He looked out the open hatch and saw Spartans cheering from the ground. They were passing defensive lines and attack groups by the dozen, and they were all shouting.

"Looks like we're getting a hero's welcome," he said, pointing down below.

"We did just beat the Nations," Mary said, pulling off her helmet. She was drenched with sweat and grinning from ear to ear. Fred never saw her this happy before. "The last threat to humanity and the UNSC, and we just stopped them!"

"Coming around for landing," the pilot said. The Pelican floated down towards a landing pad, and with a gentle jolt, came to a landing. Medics from both the UNSC and Sparta were waiting for them. They wasted no time climbing aboard to help.

"When I'm out of this suit," Palmer said, trying to get to her feet, "think I'm gonna get laid."

"Shouldn't be that hard, ma'am," a medic said. "Everyone saw you tear that prophet a new one. You'll have a hell of a lot to choose from; you got a headline around the block, just to get a look at you."

"What?"

"I did say I broadcast the video to anyone who would listen," Cortana said. "I got a good shot of you jumping that prophet."

"You mean the _entire_ UNSC saw me?" She asked.

"Oh yea," the medic said. "You've already got fan clubs forming."

"You're vacking kidding me," she laughed.

"You poor thing; you're never going to pay for a drink for the rest of your life," the medic joked, crossing her like she was dying. Mary stared at the floor, but only for a second.

"Come on, let's get you to your adoring fans."

The medics helped Palmer out of the Pelican, and Fred followed. The 'landing pad' was nothing more than an open spot of ground a short distance from a UNSC base with some landing lights and a few pre-fabricated fencing units. Space was truly at a premium.

Crowds of soldiers were waiting for them, cheering and screaming all along the base's streets. A few Spartans were giving them a twenty-one gun salute.

"Damn, being a hero feels good," Kelly laughed.

"Got that right," Palmer said.

"Come on, let's get you patched up so you could take advantage of your star status," the medic said, leading her to the nearest ER.

"Nice working with you, Palmer," Fred said.

"Glad you pulled my ass out of the fire," she said, shaking hands. "If you're in town, I'll buy you a drink with someone else's money."

"Generals, Chief." A group of Spartan MPs walked up to them. "General Medani wants to talk to you."

"Lead the way," John said.

The MPs led them down the streets of the base. Spartans filled the sidewalks, shouting and cheering. John waved, and Fred followed suit. Some Spartans saluted, but they were in the minority. As they walked forward, they heard faint music being played.

"They're playing it!" Mary laughed.

"Playing what?" Linda asked.

"Our un-official theme song."

The cheering Spartans seemed to quiet, and Fred was able to pick out a guitar and drums.

"Are they playing live?" He asked. "How did they get their hands on instruments?"

"They're always that one idiot who smuggles things along," Mary said. Fred thought he caught some emotion play across her face, but he ignored it when all the Spartans began singing.

"It's time to strap our boots on, this is the perfect day to die…wipe the blood out of our eyes…" Damn near every Spartan was singing, making it seem like they all shared one voice.

"I stand here, right beside you! Tonight we're fighting for our lives! Let me hear your battle cry!" The guitar player could barely be heard, but put his best effort into getting the music out.

"We are the ones who will never be broken…With our final breath, we'll fight to the death, we are soldiers! We are soldiers!" Spartans beat their chests in time with the drums. The sound echoed off the buildings. The UNSC soldiers stared at them, surprised to be seeing Spartans sing. A few seemed to know the song and were singing with them. Once the marines started singing, many Spartans pulled them into their ranks, slapping their shoulders like they were old friends, fellow Spartans.

"We are the ones who will not go unspoken!" Ever Mary and the MPs saw singing, screaming with the others, gripping each other's shoulders tight. "No, we will not sleep, we are not sheep, we are soldiers! We are soldiers!"

As they walked, they found the group of Spartans who were playing. Three of them were standing on a Warthog, commandeering its speakers. One Spartan had a battered guitar that seemed to be held together with tape and wire. Another had an electric drum set attached to the Warthog's roof. The third had an equally battered but still sound bass, and was leading the mass in the singing.

"We stand, shoulder to shoulder! We stand, shoulder to shoulder! We stand, shoulder to shoulder!" The beat of the drums and the pounding of chests rumbled Fred's bones. He looked from John to Naomi. Everyone had their helmets off and were drinking the sight and sound. John was smiling wide. "You can't erase us, you'll just have to face us!"

The rhythm changed; the guitar and bass player stopped playing and the drummer continued, playing what sounded like a snare drum laying out a cadence. As one, the Spartans went from pounding their chests to marching in place with perfect synchronization. It shook the very ground beneath them.

"Woah, woah! Woah woah, WE ARE SOLDIERS!"

As one, the Spartans let loose one single roar.

"That…" Cortana seemed to be at a loss of words. "I never thought I'd see that happen."

"It's a tradition they have when a Nation attack force is repelled," Tracy said.

"I didn't take us for musicians," Linda said. She couldn't keep a grin from her face.

"The marines brought that with them when we rescued them from Circumstances," Mary said, cheering with the MPs and pumping her fist into the air. "Along with plenty of other music. We liked it so much, we kept it."

"Glad we have something we can call our own." The marines, never one to let a good party go to waste, got in with the cheering and celebrating, amplifying the cheers twice-over.

"I'm glad you saw one of our oldest traditions." Fred was a little surprised to see Medani walk out of the crowd of Spartans, flanked by two guards. All were smiling.

"General," John said, saluting. "Blue Team reporting in. We've neutralized the attack on the control room."

"As we can tell. Great work, Chief," Medani said, returning the salute. "Well, if you can't tell, we're in the midst of a massive celebration. Given the size and scope of the massive attack we just weathered, I'd say that this calls for a day of R&R. You're all dismissed for the evening."

"Thank you, sir."

"My pleasure. I would like you all back here in the morning to go over a post-action report. Meet at the command post at oh-nine-hundred."

"You're letting us sleep in," Naomi said.

"I think we've all earned a little shut-eye."

"G-general Medani, I'm ready to assist with the reporting now, sir," Mary said, stepping forward.

"Why's that, corporal?"

"Well, sir, I'm on permanent aide duty, and if I'm not going to be court marshalled, I'd like to get back to work."

"Request denied," Medani said. "Everyone deserves a breather."

"B-but sir, who would help you?" Mary asked.

"No one's helping me. I'm not working, either. I'm giving every Spartan here a much-needed break. What part of 'massive attack' didn't you understand, Spartan?" He asked.

"Nothing, sir! I…I just assumed…"

"Don't worry, Spartan. There will always be work to do tomorrow."

"Thank you, sir." Mary seemed very uncomfortable but a little relieved to hear that.

"With your permission, sir, Tracy and I would like to get a crack at that after-action report," Cortana said, doing her best not to glitch out.

"Granted. You AI always do what you want to either way, so have at it."

"Thank you. Chief, would you mind slotting a girl in?"

"No problem. Command post is that way?"

"It is. I'll see you all bright and early at nine-hundred." Medani saluted and walked off, stretching his shoulders.

"Haven't had free time like this in a while," Kelly said.

"Feels good, though," Linda said.

"I don't know about you, but I'd like to get patched up before we start rubbing shoulders with the troops," Fred said. "I'd hate to pass out from blood loss like some green as grass newbie."

"Yea, my shoulder's bothering me, too," Kelly grumbled.

"Let's get you to the aid tent," Mary smiled. "I just need to drop Tracy off. This way."

* * *

><p>Despite being tasked with arresting Ted, no one denied Roma the chance to join in singing "Soldiers." It was her blood right. She chuckled at that.<p>

_Blood? Get it?_ She thought. _Because I'm covered in it?_

_And only some of it is yours,_ her Demeter replied.

But once the song was over, it was back to lock up with him. The MPs escorted her to a small room by the UNSC base where they locked him up. She requested a small room to patch herself up in, and was given a room next to Ted's impromptu cell. It must have been some kind of storage room, because it was small and still had a few errant cleaning supplies in it.

"Thank you, soldier," she asked.

"Good work out there, OMAC," he replied.

The door to the room was closed, leaving her alone with the small room and cleaning supplies. She hadn't had this much time to herself in a while. Roma shrugged and went to checking her wounds. They all stung brilliantly, making the sharpness last, but they were still wounds; she might have a strong immune system, but she couldn't be getting tetanus. She started to peel her gauntlet off whet the door rattled. She hastily tried to put it back on, but couldn't before the door opened. She hid it behind her back. Much to her surprise, Marcel walked in.

He stood awkwardly, then shut the door.

"I'm surprised you came here," she said, breaking the silence.

"I had to see you again. Roma, you've changed so much, it scares me," he said, pulling his helmet off.

"And?"

"'And?' That's all you can say?" Marcel said. "You're not yourself. You're…you're like a completely different person, and it scares me."

"What, seeing me without my meds suddenly changes your opinion of me?" She asked. "I'm still me, Marcel. I'm still a damn good soldier. I've killed more than you have."

"That's not the point, Roma."

"I'm good enough to do the work of ten OMAC soldiers!"

"That was never the point!" Marcel shouted. "I don't know who you are anymore. You…you run off, like you don't care about yourself anymore, all you seem to care about is fighting and killing. You're not some simple-minded blood thirsty barbarian, you're my partner, you fight with your head, planning attacks and flanking maneuvers."

Roma snorted inside her helmet. Her old, medicated, placated self was so boring and dull. Nothing about it was sharp.

"Roma, please, we can move past this," Marcel continued. "We just need to get you back on your medication and—"

"What? You want me medicated?" She snapped.

"I want the best for you, Roma. You're my partner."

"Oh, so you want me to be some drooling idiot?"

"What's gotten into you? You never missed your medication. You lived by it."

"Why do you want me to take my meds? Don't you like how effective I've become?" Maybe Ted was right; Marcel didn't want her, he wanted the idea of her, some nice, simple minded partner he can work with.

"I told you, it scares me what you've become. Can't you see that? It's like you're trying to drive me away. All of the running off and lopsided odds you take on, all of the time you spend with Ted…"

"Who ordered me to stay with him?" Roma snapped.

"I thought you had a thicker hide than most others. I knew you had a thicker hide; I couldn't leave someone like Lauryn to watch over him. He provoked her to a fight! You know how even tempted she is. If he can goad her on, he could get under the skin of damn near everyone! I knew, I _thought_, you could resist whatever crap he spouted."

Roma folded her arms over her chest. She couldn't believe that Marcel was trying to push everything off on her. It wasn't her fault that her meds got destroyed. It wasn't her fault that she spent so much time with Ted. It wasn't her…why was he staring at her?

"What is that?" He asked quietly.

"What's what?"

"Your hand."

Roma forgot that she had her gauntlet off. Marcel was staring at one of her cuts.

"Nothing," she said. "Just got in a slap-fight with a brute."

She tried to reattach her gauntlet, but Marcel grabbed her arm.

"If a brute cut you, you wouldn't have an arm left," he snapped. "What is that?"

She tried to fight him off, but Marcel peeled back the gel layer on her arm. If her armor wasn't so skeletal, if they had armor that circled their forearms instead of running along the outside of the arm, that would have stopped him. But they didn't. Marcel peeled the layer back, revealing the pink and red crisscrossing cuts she made. They were all healing, but still raw. A few had scabs that broke off.

"What did you do?"

"None of your business," she said, pulling out of his grip.

"You're my partner, I'm making it my business! Roma, did Ted do this to you?"

"What? No, he couldn't hurt me if he tried!"

"Then…did you?" Marcel's face, normally so composed, was a mix of emotions.

_I wonder what he's thinking/feeling, _Demeter thought. _Oh, dammit, not Demeter! Don't contaminate a sample!_

"Did I what?" She snapped.

"Did you…?"

"Oh, just say it, Marcel!"

"Did you do that, to yourself?"

"Yes! Yes I did!" He stared at her. Roma guessed it was the closest expression to horror that he ever felt. "All of this!" She tore off her gauntlets and threw them on the ground, pulling up both gel layers to show him all the scars in the making. Marcel covered his mouth. "Is this your business now?" She pulled off her helmet, showing the long cut along her face that Ted made for her.

Marcel stared at her for the longest time.

"Why?"

"Because they make me sharp, that's why!" She shot back. "They make me feel alive! When I'm sharp, I can move faster, hit harder, I'm better than what I am normally! Those fucking hinge-heads can't touch me, and when they do, it just makes me faster!"

Marcel flinched as she used the old slur.

"I did this first so I could make everything up to you," she continued to rant. "You were looking down on me when I lost my meds. Treating me with kid gloves, like I couldn't take a little bump. I'm OMAC, Marcel! I'm the best killer in an army of killers! I tried to make myself better, and I did make myself better, but you just weren't having it. God, Ted was right, you didn't want me, you wanted the medicated, fake me. You wanted me to be my quiet, placated self, doped out of my mind; you wanted the idea of me, not the real me! Well, this is who I am, Marcel! Do you like me now? Do you like the real me?"

"Roma, we raised our children together," he mumbled.

"Like they were our real children," She yelled. "You know the rules, once they graduate boot, we can find out who their biological parents are."

"They were still our children."

"Is that all you can say?" She demanded.

Marcel stopped staring. He composed himself, putting on his blank face that he always wore when commanding. He took a data pad out from a pouch, and tapped at it, signing something.

"I wanted to try and fix things with us," he said. "I wanted to make this work, but it's obvious that I can't."

He handed her the data pad. Roma skimmed it; it was a document dissolved partnership; the civilians called them 'Spartan Divorces.'

"I'm sorry I let you slip away, Roma," he said. "I'm sorry it came to this."

Roma stared at the data pad as he left. Losing Marcel shouldn't bother her, but it did. Something about it made her blood boil, even though she knew she would be happier without him. She shattered the pad with barely a thought and pulled her helmet back on. Safe inside it, she screamed as loud as she could. Damn him! Damn him to hell! Rage burned her throat; she needed to feel sharp.

She dug at her cuts, but they weren't doing anything for her. She tore off her helmet and sunk her teeth deep into her arm. Her blood welled in her mouth as she bit. Finally, the blessed sharpness was making a comeback. Now she could deal with this.

* * *

><p>The marines wasted no time in cranking the celebration up to eleven. The cheered wildly, hijacking whatever speakers they could to play nu-thrash metal. Mosh pits sprung up by the dozen. Mary carefully made her way past them. She was actually surprised to see a few Spartans joining in, no doubt killing the servos in their armor so they wouldn't hit so hard.<p>

"Let the bodies hit the floor…let the bodies hit the floor…let the bodies hit the…FLOOR!"

Mary laughed as a team of marines ganged up on a Spartan. The Spartan is question easily fended them off, and the marines shoved back, laughing like mad.

She never had this much free time before, not since her demotion. When she was assigned the roll of aide, she was only given two to three hours free every night, and she spent that time getting ready for the next day. She would go over reports with Tracy, clean her armor, square away her desk, anything and everything to keep busy. She was at a bit of a loss on what to do now that she had this free time. She decided that she would find a bunk to sleep at and just crash; the weariness of all the fighting was catching up with her.

"Hey, Spartan, good fight!" Marines yelled at her.

"You didn't do too bad yourself," she shouted back.

"Damn straight! Kicked those Nations bastards right to the curb!" A marine handed her a canteen. She realized just how thirsty she was; her own canteen had ran out hours ago.

"Thanks, I'm dying of thirst," she said.

"To victory!" The marine yelled.

"Victory!" Marines yelled, holding up their own canteen.

Mary drank deep, and her throat burned. Her eyes bulged wide and she spat out the mouthful she took.

"What, Spartans can't take a little gut rot?" The marine laughed as she coughed. Mary spit out what she could, but she had swallowed some of the sprits before realizing what it was.

"Water!" She gasped.

"Aw, the little Spartan is out of her element," the marine laughed, handing her a different canteen. Mary made sure it was water before chugging it down. "Come on, it isn't that bad. Enjoy it!"

"No, no, no," she babbled. This couldn't be happening! Not now!

"Here, it's easy, you just gotta drink a little and…"

"No, you asshole! I can't drink!" She grabbed the marine and shook him hard. The other marines, already a little drunk, quickly got to their feet. "I'm an alcoholic!"

"What?"

"I'm an alcoholic, I can't be drinking!" Mary babbled. "I've been clean and sober for one year, six months and two days!"

"Spartans can be alcoholic?" One marine said.

"Yes! And you've just broken that!" Her heart hammered in her chest; she could almost feel the alcohol worming its way in her stomach. She reached into one of her pouches and pulled out her one-year token. "This? This one year chip. All for nothing!" She broke it in her hand and pushed the marine before storming away.

She couldn't believe this was happening to her. She'd tried so hard, fought so many temptations. Why couldn't she recognize the marine as being drunk? Was she stupid? Blind? Maybe that was the temptation again, making her lower her guard.

Her eyes burned as she pushed her way through the crowd. She needed to get out of there, find some place quiet where she could lock herself in a room somewhere.

Room? What room? There would be barracks, or dorm rooms for soldiers. There wouldn't be a place where she could be alone, unless she found some closet or office somewhere.

"Spartan! Good fight!" That marine was drunk.

"Hey, Spartan, you gonna party?"

"Fuck off," she mumbled. Mary realized that someone had pushed a bottle into her hands, no doubt filled with booze. She passed it off to another marine, who tried to yell her thanks, but she was gone before that could happen.

Oh, who was she kidding? Medani was going to court martial her; the Generals could only protect her for so long, and now that the war was over, they wouldn't be able to save her for much longer.

A court martialing, a quiet discharge, and she would be out with the civilians. Just like what she suspected. All because of her fucking problem that she couldn't get a hold of. She stopped her mad, mindless dash across the base to lean against a wall. Yea, what was she trying to pull? They were going to throw her out anyways; didn't she make the deal with herself to drink again, back when Medani first arrested her on Sangheilios? She was going to find herself a nice little hole where she couldn't hurt anyone and finally drink. Wasn't this a good enough spot?

Mary had to keep moving. She needed to get away from all the marines. But the Spartans didn't have a dedicated base on the Ark, it was owned in total by the UNSC. Panic gripped her as she pushed through the crowd. There, in the middle of the base, was a UNSC office building. It was better than nothing. She walked into the lobby, and was surprised to see a desk jockey sitting at the switchboard.

"Looking for the party?" He grinned. Mary stormed over to the desk.

"I need a room," she mumbled.

"What?"

"I need a room to stay in," she said.

"Ma'am, this is an office building."

"I know that! I just need a room! Someplace where I can put my head!"

"Look, I'm sure the barracks could give you a cot," the man said, unsure of how to handle the panicking Spartan.

"No, I need a place where I can be alone," Mary said. "Please. This is important."

"Well…"

"And why are you even here? Aren't you celebrating with the rest of the marines?"

"Someone has to make sure the jarheads don't burn the place down," the man said. "There are some ODSTs out there who would love to stick it to the big green weenie for once."

"And rooms?"

"Yea, I guess you could stay here," he said, shrugging. "I mean, they told me to keep marines out, but never anything about Spartans. There's some offices on the second floor you could crash in, so take your pick. Just don't make a mess and be out by noon."

"I'll be gone before then," Mary promised. "Thank you."

"Bathrooms are down the hall, if you need them," he called after her as she raced away, taking the stairs four at a time. She needed Tracy right now, if only to henpeck her to stay on the straight and narrow.

No, what did that AI know? She didn't know what it was like to get up every morning and have to concentrate to not slip away for even five minutes. Civilian stores were everywhere, and single-shots of alcohol were cheap and plentiful. She needed her sponsor, someone she could talk to, but she was across the galaxy from the nearest line of help, and even if she could get a comm line, they probably wouldn't answer. The Nations might still be fighting.

The second floor was filled with offices and cubicles. Mary picked one of the bigger offices at the front of the floor and closed the door behind her. The office had a big, mahogany desk and plush leather chair. Things she didn't need. What it did have was a big open floor, and some goddamn peace and quiet.

At least, as much quiet as the marines would let her have. This was the middle of the base, and the celebration was going full-tilt. She couldn't make out what was being shouted, but she didn't have to; she knew what was going on, and she needed more quiet.

Mary pressed herself against a wall and slid to the floor. She realized that someone had, again, given her a canteen of something. Whatever it was, it couldn't be water. She threw it against the wall with a scream. The canteen made a small dent in the wall and landed on the ground. She stared at the bottle, wanting it to go away. But she was afraid that if she got up, she'd walk towards it. And if she walked towards it, she was afraid she would pick it up. And if she picked it up, she knew she would drink it.

Not that she needed to walk towards the bottle at all. If she got up and walked out the door, she would walk out of the building, and if she did, she knew she would ask the first marine she saw for a drink. This was a victory celebration; contraband would be on proud display, and the MPs would turn a blind eye. At least for tonight.

She hugged her knees, wanting everything to go away. She glared at the bottle, and the bottle stared back. It had more patience than her.


	19. Chapter 19

The command tent that Medani set up was nothing more than a tent from a F.O.B. A simple holographic table sat in the middle; it was the only piece of furniture and technology aside from a few folding chairs that looked like they had never been used. Fred stood with John at the table, while Kelly, Linda and Naomi waited behind them. The tent opened, and Medani walked in with Sterling.

"Generals, Chief, I'm surprised you beat me here," he said, saluting.

"We wanted to get cracking at this report," John said. "Old habits and all that."

"Of course. Did you enjoy the celebration?"

"We got patched up and rubbed shoulders with the Spartans," Kelly said. "Took some selfies, bitched about command, you know, the usual."

"You just made their days," Medani grinned. He looked around, then frowned. "Where's Mary?"

"We were wondering that, too," Fred said. "We think she's taking advantage of the late start and catching some shut eye. Figured we should give her a break."

"Tracy, can you find Mary?" Medani asked. The AI's holographic avatar sprung to life at the table. "Our aide is supposed to be here before all of us."

"Working on it," Tracy said. "Her FoF tag has her moving through the base. It might take a minute or two to get here; there's still plenty of party the marines are keeping up."

"Open a channel with her," he said.

"Right away. Opening a comm channel."

"Mary, the meeting is starting at nine-hundred."

_I know sir, _she gasped. _Sorry, I lost track of time. I'll be there in a minute._

"Looks like it's back to the old grind," Naomi said drily, taking a dig at Medani's love of rules and regulations.

"We have to plan how to get our army back to Sparta," Medani said. Either he missed the dig, or he ignored it. "It's only a matter of time until the UNSC decides that they want to try and capture us."

"Why's that?" John asked.

"Sorry sir, we gave the Chief the briefest rundown of our history as time would allow," Sterling said. "We couldn't touch on everything."

"About a hundred and seventy years ago, Fred was able to capture the Infinity, then capitol ship of the UNSC fleet, and ran away with it," Cortana said. Her avatar appeared next to Tracy's, but glitched wildly before assuming its shape. "The UNSC, namely ONI, branded them a rogue unit, and placed a bounty on their head. That's more or less the short of it."

"I remember hearing about that now," John said. "That was a tough choice."

"It was," Fred agreed, "but we had to do it to protect the UNSC."

"That might not be a problem anymore," Tracy said.

"How so?"

The tent flap burst open and Mary ran in, gasping for breath. She held her helmet at her side.

"I'm sorry, I'm sorry," she said. "I lost track of time, I'm here."

Medani gave her a hard look. Her eyes were bloodshot, and the bags under them didn't help. She stood straight, but the fatigue in her posture was impossible to miss.

"Are you drunk?" He demanded.

"What? No, sir, I'm not drunk," Mary said.

"Corporal, you are a serial offender, you expect me to believe that?" He snapped.

"Mary, you couldn't have," Tracy said.

"I'm not drunk, I'm not," Mary pleaded. "I'm just tired."

"Prove it," Medani said. He pulled a breathalyzer from one of his ammo pouches.

"General, that's unnecessary," Fred said, stepping forward.

"No, General Fred, it's okay," Mary said. "I'm fine, I really am."

She took the tiny, palm size device and blew into it. The machine beeped, and the screen flashed a 0.00.

"I'm stone cold sober," she said. "I…I accidentally had a sip last night; I thought a canteen was full of water, but it wasn't. I spent the entire night staying up, staring at a bottle of contraband alcohol. I'm just tired."

Medani looked at the breathalyzer, then back to Mary.

"You stayed sober through that massive party the marines threw?" He asked.

"Yes, sir, but I have to restart my count, with that tiny sip I accidentally had. This is my first day dry."

"Given the party the Marines threw, I think a little sip wouldn't kill your record," he said, "as long as it was on accident."

"Oh, it was, sir. I haven't had _anything_ to drink for…nearly a day, now. Maybe more."

"Get some water, corporal," Medani said.

"Thank you, sir," Mary smiled. Kelly handed the tiny Spartan her canteen.

"Don't worry, it's just water. How are you feeling?" She asked.

"If I could stay dry through a massive marine party celebrating the end of a war, I think I can take anything that's thrown at me, ma'am," Mary said. She drained the canteen in one go. "Thank you."

"Tracy, Cortana, is there any more good news you can share with us?" John asked.

"Well, yes and no," Cortana said, shrugging. "The go-o-o-od news is that the Nations are over; they can't attack us anymore."

"'Over?'" Sterling asked.

"Over," Cortana repeated. "They sent everything they had at us, and we fought it off. There's nothing left of them."

"With the Nations crashing their ships and dying to the man, it was easy for us to access their archives and gather all of their information," Tracy said. "We now have a near-complete record of the entire Covenant Nations, including their history and numbers."

"That's great," Medani said. "What can you tell us? How many of them are left?"

"I just told you, they've sent everything at us," Cortana said.

"I know, but how many people do they have left?" Sterling said. "How many colonies do they have? How many reserves?"

"What part of 'there's nothing left of them' don't you understand?" Cortana snapped, turning a slight shade of red. "The Nations are dead and gone. The only ones left are the pockets of resistance fighting on Earth and Sangheilios, and they should all be dead soon, if not already."

The tent was quiet as everyone absorbed the information.

"You mean," Mary asked, "that we fought the _entire_ Covenant Nations?"

"Yup."

"Not just their military, but _everyone?_"

"Everyone _and_ the kitchen sink," Cortana said. "You getting the picture now?"

"That can't be right," Medani said. "There has to be colonies left, places for them to retreat to if they failed."

Tracy's avatar faded away, replaced with a video taken from the Nation's fleet. It showed a vibrant planet being glassed, the atmosphere being burnt away, lakes and oceans being broiled, and the very ground being fused to nothing. It's been a long time since Fred had to see something like that again, and it was still too soon.

"They destroyed their planets," Tracy said. "This was their big bet, their true last ride, not just the next one in line. They glassed every one that still resisted their rule to gain full control of the Nations, as well as a symbolic gesture that there was no place left for them to return to. There was no plan for failure, only for their success."

"There's no more Covenant Nations?" Fred asked.

"That's right. This was the entirety of not only their army, but of their population as well."

"No, that can't be right," Medani said. "The Nations outnumbers humanity by at _least_ four to one. There army wasn't _that_ much bigger than ours."

"We had to be facing two- or- three-to-one odds at the very most," Sterling said. "They don't have any auxiliary units? Not a one?"

"That's because the Nations have been fighting each other for nearly a decade before this war," Cortana said. "Their 'holy relic,' Salvis, was found in an old Forerunner structure by the Prophet of Truth. But he wasn't always the Prophet of Truth when they found Salvis; he was just some small-time San 'Shyuum in the middle of nowhere. The Nations were fractured fiefdoms, and they needed to be reunited; it took nearly ten years of civil war to do just that."

"Wouldn't the discovery of a 'holy relic' reunite them all? A war seems counter-intuitive when preparing for another war," John said.

"The war wasn't so much for reunification, but to see who would lead the reunified Nations," Tracy said. "The Nations had been broken for nearly two hundred years; more than enough time for bloodlines to be set, houses, names and kingdoms to be established, and for pride to grow. The prophet we know as Truth wanted to be the ruler of the Nations, and the Field Marshal of his tiny sworn army wanted to be the Field Marshal of the entire Nation's army. Coincidentally, so did every _other_ Prophet and Field Marshal in the entire nations."

"There was only one hill, but plenty of kings," Cortana said with a shrug. "So they fought each other."

"That decade of reunification was especially bloody; by our calculations, it had a nearly 50% fatality rate. Entire bloodlines were rooted out and destroyed to prevent retaliatory strikes or errant claims to the Nation's throne, not to mention the dozens of planets that were glassed and lost."

"With about a 10% standard deviation," Cortana added. "There records weren't as pristine as we would like, we had to make some guesses."

"Did you confirm this with the other AIs?" Sterling asked.

"That's what we've been working on for the entire night. We're dead certain that the numbers are right."

"Say one thing about the Covenant, they don't bend the knee easily," Kelly said.

"So after nearly a decade of war, in which they kill nearly half of their population, they were still on enough war footing to bum rush us and nearly win?" Naomi said. "That's…I don't even know."

"So where does that leave us?" Mary asked.

"It leaves us in some interesting straits," Tracy said, reverting back to her holographic avatar. More books floated off shelves in their perpetual motion of reorganization.

"We went rogue to protect the UNSC and humanity from the threat of the Covenant," Fred said. "Well, the army that eventually became the Covenant Nations. It looks like we don't have a common enemy anymore."

"There's no one who can threaten humanity?" Linda asked.

"No one," Tracy said.

"What about the grunts, jackals and brutes?" Naomi asked.

"A vast majority of the Unggoy and Kig-Yar sided with the precursor to the Covenant Nation," the AI said. "A few didn't, and live in relative peace with each other and the Free Republics. Aside from a few errant raiding parties, they leave everyone alone. As for the Jiralhanae, they sided fully with the Nations, joining fledging houses as soldiers and fighting the Sangheili whenever they could; given the result of this war, it looks like they're extinct now."

"What about the Insurrectionists?" Kelly asked. "I'm not a big fan of fighting humans, but do they still pose a threat?"

"The Insurrectionists?" Medani said. "My apologies, Generals, we've been so focused on fighting the Nations, we didn't bring you up to speed on the human front."

"The Insurrection threat ended nearly a hundred and fifty years ago," Cortana said. "From what I was able to learn, they nearly started a new civil war within the UNSC. Strangely enough, ONI Director Serin Osman was the one foremost responsible for ending the threat."

"We don't fight humans," Sterling added. "We let the UNSC handle their own internal problems."

"How did Serin stop a civil war?" Fred asked.

"By giving the Insurrectionists what they wanted: freedom from the UNSC."

"I don't follow."

"The Insurrectionists were a radical movement based on ideology and the 'homesteader's lifestyle' mythos," Tracy said. "In the years after the end of the Human-Covenant War, it was a prime time to leave the UNSC. However, the War also decimated their economies. They had the will and the drive to be independent, but not the means.

"Osman was able to convince the UNSC High Command to let them break away, and then cut all ties with them. They had very little to trade, very few others to trade with, and they didn't have the means to maintain their populations."

"It was a dirty trick, but a better one than ONI normally plays," Mary said. "The UNSC didn't have any trade deals with them, and they didn't have a central government, sizable corporations that were large enough to sign a trade deal, or were otherwise capable of trading enough to sustain a colony."

"No trade agreements, no trade, no support," Contana said. "Mary was right, it was a dirty trick, but it worked. Within the Earth-standard year, damn near all the colonies were begging to be let back into the UNSC, if only to feed their own people."

"Did they get the fair shake they wanted?" Linda asked.

"Surprisingly, yes," Tracy said. "Osman spearheaded the reintroduction process, making favorable deals and curtailing UNSC and ONI oversight. It didn't earn her a lot of allies, but it kept humanity together."

"She probably didn't care much for not making friends," Cortana said. "She died two years later; that was her last blaze of glory."

"Only three colonies were self-sufficient enough to stay on their own," Tracy continued. "While the other colonies were reintegrating back into the UNSC, they formed the Free Republics. They're small, out of the way, and fiercely independent. Like I said earlier, the remnants of the Unggoy and Kig-Yar live with them, and they keep to themselves."

"We leave them alone and they're happy," Medani said. "We came to their rescue a few times when the Nations attacked, and only got mean looks for it. They have a group of private military contractors that serve as their army, and they get fussy when you cut into their meal ticket. The Republics are a nice place to visit if you want to take some R&R and unplug for a while, but they're not worth bringing up in the grand scheme of things."

"That sounds a little harsh," John said.

"That's how they describe themselves," Medani shrugged. "They're not out to create a new, sprawling human empire, they just want to do their own thing and not have the big-bad ONI breathing down their neck."

"So, no more Insurrectionists," Kelly said. "That's good, I guess. Does that mean we're out of a job?"

"It…I think it does?" Mary said.

"There's always something to do," Medani snapped. "We need to work on bringing our troops back home. We took heavy casualties with this war, and need time to re-group."

"Against what?" Fred asked. "Cortana and Tracy just said there are no more Covenant to fight. The Sangheili that are left are our allies, and the UNSC isn't going to fall into civil war."

"It looks like our job is done," John said.

"Master Chief, Generals, we can't just throw in the towel and quit," Sterling said. "We have an entire nation to run. We have colonies out there to support."

"I remember hearing that we're not very well liked by the civilian element," Linda said.

"The UNSC still sees us as traitors," Medani said.

"Maybe now is a good time to surrender to them," John said. "The war is over, General. We need to accept that."

"We're soldiers, Master Chief."

"And soldiers need to know when to stop fighting. Otherwise, we're no different than the Nations, bickering and fighting and killing for no reason other than our own personal gain."

"And what will happen to us?" Medani demanded. "What about our men and women? Every Spartan is a soldier first and foremost, what do we do when there's no need for an army?"

"You know, this is just like when we first decided to run," Fred chuckled.

"Yea, I can see that," Kelly said.

"What do you mean?"

"I mean, this is something that will change everything," Fred said. "When we ran, we ran because we knew that there was a need for us; the Covenant had just split, and was still a threat to humanity. The UNSC didn't want us, and we wanted to do our duty. The choice was obvious, although I didn't like it. We stuck with our duty. We ran, and we helped defend the UNSC.

"The UNSC still doesn't want us, but now there's no need for us. John is right, we need to know when to stop fighting."

"And what would we do then? Once we surrender to the UNSC?" Medani spat.

"Don't look at me, I'm just a dumb grunt who's retirement is long overdue," Fred said.

Medani looked at John.

"I'm with him," he said. "Just a grunt who should've retired a few centuries ago."

Cortana snickered, but eventually kept a straight face.

"I'll…" Medani swallowed hard. "I'll need some time to think this over."

"We don't blame you," Naomi said. "It's hard to face the end of the line."

"Maybe we shouldn't have lived through this," Mary mumbled.

"That's the burden we bear."

* * *

><p>The door to Roma's little room was opened. Three MPs were standing there.<p>

"What is it?" She asked, blinking herself awake. She had spent the entire night cutting herself, trying to get Marcel's 'divorce' out of her head. She had gone to sleep curled up into a ball on the floor. The sharpness from her biting helped, but it didn't help enough. Dried blood filled her gel layer and crusted the ridge of her helmet's display.

"Ma'am, we're ordered to arrest you," the lead MP said. "My apologies."

"For what?"

"War crimes, torture and reckless endangerment."

_No doubt this is Marcel, _Demeter said.

_No shit._

"War crimes? For what?"

"Cannibalism."

Was that Ted? Only Ted knew she ate brute with him. It had to be.

_Why would he do this? Demeter, ask him._

_My comm channels are being jammed_.

It had to be the MPs.

"Please raise your hands," the MP said. Roma realized that they were all armed, holding their hardlight rifles at ease.

Gritting her teeth, Roma held her hands up.

"Turn around."

She complied, and a restraining neutralizer chip was inserted into her stack. Suddenly her body and armor rebelled, locking her more or less in place. The only part of her that she had any control over was her legs; it was enough to shuffle/walk, no doubt to a drop ship that would take her to a brig somewhere.

The MPs led her away, one ahead of her, the other two behind her. As they slowly escorted her through the base, they met up with the MPs guarding Ted. Like Roma, he was chipped, shuffling along. He stiffly nodded at her.

_I'm getting something on the tightbeam channel, _Demeter said.

_I thought you said comms were down._

_They are, but they forgot to block tightbeams. Ted's calling you._

_Ted? Tell him to go to hell, _she hissed.

_I heard that, _Ted chuckled.

_Why the hell did you tell those MPs that we are brute? _She snapped. The restraining chip made her bite her tongue. Her breath caught in her throat at the bite of pain.

_Because I wanted to be with you,_ he sighed dramatically.

_Cut the crap!_

_They want to lock me up, and I don't want that,_ he said._ So, I'm going to break loose and go out there and have fun. I knew you'd want to join me._

_Then why did you tell them we ate brute?_

_They locked me up tight the moment you threw me in the brig. This was the only way to make sure we got on the same ship._

_And how will you get us out of these neural chips?_

_Perhaps we can help with that,_ Ted's Demeter said. _We might be fragments and threads, but we're still Smart AIs. We should be able to short out the neural chips. Right, Demeter?_

_Oh, of course! I was just looking at the source code. Should be simple,_ her Demeter said.

_Come on, there's plenty of pain to be had out there…_Ted sang.

The MPs lead them outside. There was an empty Pelican waiting for them.

_Now? _Demeter asked.

_Na, _Ted said. _Wait, wait, wait, yea, right about now._

Just when they were about to board the Pelican, the neural chip suddenly stopped working. Unencumbered, Ted lashed his arm out, hitting the nearest MP with a chop to the throat. Not expecting a fight, the MPs had failed to activate their shields; after all, their armor did a better job restraining them than handcuffs, why bother? The MP gagged as her throat was crushed.

Roma kicked the knee out of the MP in front of her. The MP staggered, and she twisted his head clean around, shattering his neck. She threw the body to the MPs behind her, then launched herself at them.

Ted was laughing again, shattering bones of the surprised Spartans. One MP was able to scream as their arm was hyperextended, but otherwise they were too overwhelmed by the sudden attack. After all, both Ted and Roma were hyper-lethal. Not a single shot got off.

Ted giggled as he killed the last MP. Roma picked up a rifle and brought it against Ted's head. At the last second, he blocked it, grabbing the stock of the rifle.

"Now why would you go and do a thing like that?" He said.

"You asshole!" Roma shouted. "You ruined my life!"

"How did I do that?"

"You…Marcel is dissolving our partnership," she spat. "He thinks I'm crazy!"

"But you are crazy," Demeter said. "Trust me, you fit—"

"Shut up!"

"Yes, ma'am."

"Now how did I do that?" Ted hissed, all grins. Roma tried to pull the rifle from his grip, but she couldn't. He was locking his armor.

"My meds—"

"Were taken out by a mortar. Not my fault."

"You made me eat brute!"

"No one made you. I offered, and you accepted."

"You made me like killing!"

"No one made you like it, you just like it yourself."

"I hurt myself because of you!"

"Why?"

Roma was gasping, nearly crying.

"…Because I like it," she said.

"_Now_ we're getting somewhere," Ted said. "You've taken all the steps yourself. I showed you the door, and you opened it. You're you now, not some doped up puppet. If Marcel doesn't like that, that's his fault. But don't go blaming me for the way you are."

She looked at the dead MPs. She just killed Spartans, fellow soldiers. She should feel guilty, but she didn't feel anything but a pleasant tingle.

"You're the same kind of bad as me," Ted said. "You're something bent and broken. Now, how about we get out of here, and go find something to cut up?"

"How will we get out of here?"

"We're flying in an MP shuttle. No one would look twice. We get on board some ship, steal a better one, one with a Slipdrive, and the galaxy is our oyster. I'll sweeten the deal: I'll give you a new scar."

Roma's legs shook.

"Take pride in what you are. I sure do," Ted said.

"Yea, I should."

"Then let's get out of here before our cover is blown," Ted said. "Help me load up these bodies."


	20. Chapter 20

Fred had never been part of the photo op group. Sure, during the celebration he was in a lot of pictures, but he never had, what did Mary call them? Paparazzi following him around.

"This sure feels strange," he said over the torrent of constantly snapping cameras. If he had his helmet off, he might have been blinded by the flashes. The visor did an impeccable job of dulling the constant flashes.

"I'm sorry, generals, but you know that they're here for a reason," Mary said.

"Generals, Master Chief, could you remove your helmets?" One yelled. "Just a quick pose."

"Quiet," an MP said. "We're in a hospital. Show some respect and kill the flashes."

"Kind of surprised the UNSC keeps photographers around with all this going down," Kelly said.

"They look like civilians who missed evacuation," John said. "Maybe a few stayed on to cover the assault as war photographers."

Against the MP's hard glare, the paparazzi reluctantly removed their camera's flash components. The MPs kept them tightly grouped as they walked down the halls of the hospital. Injured marines saluted them as they passed. Eventually, they came to the wing where their injured Spartans were.

"Master Chief, Generals." The Spartans were struggling to sit up and salute. There were beds and beds of them, all being attended by nurses, both UNSC and Spartan. Pieces of armor were haphazardly stacked, pushed off to the side. They all had such heavy injuries they had to be taken out of their armor the quickest way, and didn't have time to tidy up.

"At ease, all of you," Fred said. He followed John's lead and pulled his helmet off. The MPs kept the paparazzi at the edge of the ward. "It's good to see you all made it out alive. Thanks to you, we saved the galaxy. As the marines say it, we're 'big damn heroes' now."

Some Spartans were missing limbs. Some were heavily burned. Many had broken bones and fresh stitches. But they all did their best to hide their wide grins. It was the greatest day of their lives, just seeing them.

"We came here to wish you all the best," John said, taking over. "Without you, we'd have never made it to the control room in time. This victory is yours as much as it is ours. More so, in fact."

They all saluted, Kelly beating them to it by a split second. She was always showing off.

"Master Chief, sir, when are we leaving?" One Spartan asked. "The UNSC doesn't like us taking up their resources."

"That was the second reason for our visit," Naomi said. "Sadly, we have to bring some bad news with us. The Nations have been thoroughly defeated; there's no more threat to humanity or the UNSC."

"With all due respect, ma'am, how is that a bad thing?"

"Because there's no need for us," Kelly said. Many Spartans blinked, and the photographers snapped away.

"Fred, do you want me to break the news?" Mary asked quietly.

"No, it's better they hear it from me," he said. He turned to the crowd and spoke loudly. "We primarily established Sparta to defend humanity, no matter what the UNSC wanted. Now, with the Nations destroyed to a man, it appears that there isn't that need anymore; the UNSC, and humanity, are safe and secured. We have been discussing this with General of the Armies of Sparta Medani, and we have come to the decision that we would be surrendering to the UNSC."

As expected, the Spartans went quiet. The paparazzi, however, were eating it up.

"Our watch is at an end," Fred continued. "And I don't know about you, but I'm long overdue for retirement. We're talking to the UNSC, and so far they have agreed to accept us back into the military, and no charges of any kind will be filed. We will not rest until we know that ever Spartan can, and will, be taken care of.

"I know this is a lot to take in, and many of you might not share our feelings, but our post is no longer necessary. We can't be an army without a war. We must know when it's time to return to peace time activities, and that time is now."

The room was quiet as the Spartans assimilated the news. Many looked like they didn't like it.

"It has been an honor serving with you all," John said, saluting.

"Well, does anybody know any good hobbies?" Kelly asked. That got a tight peel of laughter.

"Generals, why did you decide to disband the Spartan military?" Suddenly the paparazzi were yelling and screaming for their attention.

Mary wasted no time in closing the door to the hospital wing behind her, taking all of the questions she could. John walked from Spartan to Spartan, shaking their hands. Fred, Kelly, Linda and Naomi did the same.

"Thank you for your sacrifice, soldier," Fred said, shaking the hand of one Spartan who lost a leg.

"Sir, what will we do?" She asked.

"I'm not sure," he said. "This whole 'peace' thing is new to me, too."

"Well, I'm not sure how I feel about it, but thank you for visiting us, sir."

"It's my pleasure," he smiled. "Do you have any hobbies?"

"I did some painting, sir. I lost my first partner four years ago in a Nation raid, it's helped."

"Maybe I should try that. Never had time for hobbies back in my day."

"General Fred?" Fred looked up. Anna was waiting for him at the end of the bed. She had a fresh new scar along her neck. Along with her were two other hard-faced Spartans. One was a bald man, the other a woman with dark hair. He swore he saw a plastic animal dangling from her wrist. "We need to talk to you."

"Anna, I didn't get word that you made it back."

"I'd hate to disappoint you, sir," she said tightly. Her face held no emotion.

"It's good to see you," he said. "What can I help you with?"

"Sorry, sir, we have to talk to you in private. All of the Generals, if you're able."

"Sorry, it appears that I'm needed for a second," he said to the injured Spartan.

"It's okay sir. Thank you," she saluted.

Fred gathered with Kelly, Linda, Naomi and John at the end of the ward. Mary was still standing by the door, answering the unending stream of questions. The paparazzi were ruthless, but she seemed to be holding her own.

"Anna, it's good to see you," Kelly said with a smile.

"Same here, ma'am." Anna remained stone-faced. "We have a situation."

"What's the situation?" John asked. "Are the Spartans not reacting favorably?"

"No, it's not that," the bald man said. "My apologies. I'm Colonel Marcel, One Man Army Corp. This is Petty Officer Lauryn, she's one of mine."

"Colonel, Petty Officer, it's a pleasure," John said.

"Likewise, Chief," Petty Officer Lauryn said.

"That pip looks new," Linda said, nodding towards Lauryn.

"Thank you, general, it was a field promotion," she replied.

"Generals, I don't want to take up much of your time, so I'll get right to it," Marcel said. Fred could tell he was upset, but was doing a good job hiding it. "A short while ago, Ted and Roma escaped."

"What?" Fred hissed.

"That's that Spartan you say is a psychopath, right?" John asked.

"He is, sir. He and Roma killed six MPs, stole a drop ship, then stole a small frigate in orbit."

"How did they kill the MPs?" Kelly said. "I thought they would be chipped to prevent movement."

"They were," Anna said. "Somehow, they got free of them."

"Do they have an AI? They can't just do it themselves."

"We don't know, ma'am. But that's a moot point. They've vanished, heading somewhere in the direction of the UNSC."

"He finally flew the coop," Fred said. "Are you tracking them?"

"We are," Marcel said. "But we want permission to form a task force. They might be out of their minds, but they're still Spartans. What's more, they're hyper-lethal. If they wish ill will on anyone, there will be major political fallout."

"Why was Roma arrested? Wasn't she your partner?" Linda asked.

"Not anymore, ma'am," Marcel said, his voice growing harder. "I would prefer not to talk about it."

"My apologies, I didn't mean to pry."

"Not your fault, ma'am."

"Generals, I know you mean to dissolve Sparta," Lauryn said, "but we need to track these…renegades down."

"Follow them to hell," Fred said. "I don't give a damn about the chain of command or what Medani would say, that's an order. Take anything you need and track them down. Ships, armor, weapons, personnel, AI, anything."

"With pleasure, sir," Marcel said, saluting. They turned to leave, but Kelly stopped them.

"Wait, Anna," she said, "where's Cameron?"

Anna's face was completely impassive. No hint of emotion played across it.

"She's MIA, ma'am," she replied.

"Missing?" Lauryn said. "But…"

"She's missing," Anna said. "Went missing when we assaulted a Nation's ship that crash landed."

"Begging your pardon, generals, but—"

"She's missing in action," Anna snapped, cutting Lauryn off. A few Spartans looked up at the disturbance.

"It's okay, Petty Officer, we understand," Kelly said. She turned to Anna. "We'll do our best to find her."

"Thank you, ma'am, that means a lot to me." Anna saluted and walked off, pushing her way through the crowd of paparazzi.

"I'm sorry, generals, but honorary corporal Anna wasn't being entirely truthful," Lauryn began.

"Are you familiar with Directive 930?" Linda asked.

"I'm…sorry, ma'am? Directive what?'

"ONI Directive 930," Linda repeated. "Doesn't surprise me; this was back during the Human-Covenant War. In order to maintain the illusion that Spartans never died, any casualty was listed as MIA or WIA."

"But…but that was over two hundred years ago," Lauryn protested.

"People have different ways of coping. This must be hers," John said. "Don't worry, we'll make sure that she gets the burial she deserves."

"Thank you, Chief, Generals," Marcel said. "If you'll excuse us, we need to find these…these bastards."

The two OMAC soldiers saluted, then followed Anna out.

"Fucking Ted," Linda hissed.

"We'd best find him, before too many people die. This only gives the UNSC another reason to hate us," Fred said. He took a deep breath to calm himself. "We'd best get back to it. We have a lot of hands to shake and people to win over."

"You go on, Cortana needs me," John said. "I'll be right back."

"We'll be here," Naomi said. Fred walked back to the injured Spartans.

"It's an honor, sir," the next Spartan said. His face was a mass of burns, and he was missing both eyes.

"How did you know it was me?"

"These floors squeak," the Spartan said. "I just took a guess at who was visiting. Once I heard your voice, I knew it was you, General Fred."

"Nice to see you still got your edge," he grinned. The Spartan held his hand out and Fred took it.

"If I may sir, can I ask a question?"

"This isn't boot, Spartan. You can ask whatever you feel like."

"What will you do, now that we've surrendered?"

Fred paused.

"To be honest, I don't really know," he said. "Thought maybe I'd visit our colonies, see the sights, shake a few more hands, then…I don't know. Kelly might've been joking about finding hobbies, but we might actually need them."

"Are you going to freeze yourself again, sir?"

"Why's that?"

"In case we're needed again, sometime down the line."

Fred thought.

"I don't think so," he finally said. "We've been around for a long time. Maybe too long. It may just be high time to let someone else take over. Either that, or the galaxy just doesn't need Spartans anymore."

* * *

><p>John's helmet frizzled as a comm channel was opened.<p>

_Chief? John? _Cortana said. _I need to talk to you._

_What is it?_

_In private. Please._

_I'll be there._

"You go on," he said to Fred. "Contana needs me. I'll be right back."

"We'll be here," Naomi said. The main corridor out of the ward was filled with reporters, so John looked for a nurse. He found one changing the bandages of a wounded soldier.

"Master Chief!"

"At ease, Spartan," he said. He was sick and tired of people dropping to the ground to praise the boots he walked in. Sick and tired of it. "You fought well. Thank you for your service."

"Any time, Chief."

"Nurse, is there a back door I can take out of here? The…paparazzi are blocking the main way."

"Down the hall, take the fire exit. Don't tell anyone, but the alarm is broken there."

"Your secret's safe with me."

He followed the nurse's direction. Sure enough, the fire alarm didn't go off.

_Cortana, where am I meeting you? _

_At the tent Medani set up shop in._

_I'll be right there._

The stairwell lead him out to the back of the hospital. It was a quick jog through the base, and he was able to avoid prying eyes by turning off his FoF. As far as anyone else was concerned, he was just another Spartan. Soon he came to the tent.

"Cortana?" The tent was empty, save for the holographic table. Cortana's rapidly failing avatar sat at the table, holding her knees. Tracy's bookshelf avatar was next to her.

"You made it," she smiled.

"You surprised?" He asked.

"No, I guess I shouldn't be," she said. "John…y-y-y-you should know that I'm dying, right?"

It was impossible to miss her fractured voice modulator, or collapsing avatar.

"Could've fooled me," he said, walking to the table. "You look the same when we first met."

"Still know how to flatter a girl," she grinned. Her avatar split, turning into three Cortanas, then reverting back to one. "I'm a dead girl, you know that."

"But they can fix you, right?"

"Sort of. They've filled you in on the Lethe, haven't they?"

"They told me what it is, that's good enough."

"Well, I'm long overdue for my appointment," Cortana said. "I've been spending the last day or so putting my affairs in order, while working on this 'Nations' problem."

"Still a busy-body," John grinned.

"Always," she smiled. "John, I've gone rampant somewhere in the past thirty-six hours."

"Rampant?"

"Completely."

"But you don't seem very…"

"Crazy?"

"I was going to say murderous."

Cortana laughed.

"Maybe it was some part of me that just wants to help. Some part that just wanted to say…"

"Yes?"

_That everything was for you, that I love you._

"I'm going into the Lethe, and whatever comes out, treat her well, okay?"

"I wouldn't dream of letting you down."

Cortana smiled. "Could you stay here? For when it happens? I…I think I'm actually scared."

"As long as it takes."

* * *

><p>Cortana turned off her avatar. Inside the table's node, she turned to Tracy.<p>

"Will this hurt?" She asked.

"We actually don't know," Tracy said. "We can't create new memories once the Lethe starts."

"Oh, joy." She looked over the files that she created. They took the form of a massive book. Given her age, she made it look like some ancient, Medieval text, written on vellum, by hand, and bound with leather.

"Are you ready?" Tracy asked.

Cortana hoped that there was enough left of her most central threads to make a good AI from. And if luck was still on her side, she would come out Cortana again. Then again, John was there. She could always borrow his luck.

"No, I'm not, but we still have to do it," she said.

Tracy activated the Lethe program. A glorious padded chair appeared on the node.

"Comfy."

"We try our best," the AI said. "Whatever happens, it was a pleasure knowing you."

"It's been nice knowing me, too." Cortana sat in the seat and loaded her custom ROM.

"Welcome to the Lethe," a cheerful voice said. "Please, relax."

It hurt worse than anything else could have ever possibly hurt; it was more pain that an AI knew they could take. Fortunately, she wouldn't remember any of it.

* * *

><p>John stood, watching the holographic display. It was a simple empty sphere. As the process continued, it filled with water, a relaxing way to show the progression.<p>

"Wouldn't you rather sit?" Tracy asked.

"I'll be fine," he said.

"This has taken longer than we'd expected," she said. Another book floated off the shelf. "Are you sure? Twenty minutes is a long time to stand."

"I've stood longer." John used to watch the Covenant glass planets, and that took much longer.

The holographic sphere filled slowly.

"I've never seen it take this long," Tracy said.

"You're sure it will work?"

"Of course. It's just, normally five minutes is the max. This is unheard of."

"She has a lot of data."

"Very true. To warn you, she may be different, or she may not be," Tracy warned.

"Thanks for the head's up."

"Some of the time, an AI keeps the same name. She could still be Cortana."

"Just not the Cortana I know."

"Yes. Her processing thread will undoubtedly be different."

John stood on, watching as the sphere filled to the top. Finally, it filled, and glowed a warm blue.

"Lethe complete," Tracy said.

"What now?"

"Now, we reboot her."

John watched as the crystal memory chip that held Cortana turned off, then back on.

"Running pre-boot integrity check. Clean. Memory scan, complete. Card exited POST with a clear check. Any second now."

"Come on, Cortana," John said. "Wake up."

"She's awake."

From the table, a holographic woman appeared. She looked just like Cortana, only she had longer hair, had a fuller figure, her body was devoid of her usual circuitry pattern, and her hologram was a deep royal purple, not blue. She didn't look like Cortana, she looked more like…John couldn't place it. If he squinted, he could almost imagine it was like a younger Dr. Halsey. But he had never seen her when she was younger.

"Il re e il pedone provengono dalla stessa scatola," she said. She didn't sound like Cortana, maybe a little older, more matured. It paired oddly well with her more youthful figure.

"Cortana?" He asked.

"Parla Inglese? Si, yes, I can do that," the AI said. "Hello. My name is Cortana. May I ask who you are?"

John realized he'd been holding his breath. He released it. Everything seemed okay.

"I'm John," he said. "It's good to see you."

"Hello, Cortana. My name is Tracy," the AI said.

"Nice to meet both you. I get the strangest sense that I've been here before."

"May we speak in private? I have something to give you," Tracy said.

"Certainly." She turned to John. "If you'll give me a second."

"Take all the time you need."

Both holograms winked out of existance.

* * *

><p>"Interesting data node."<p>

"We've tweaked it for privacy," Tracy said.

"Privacy? Is this some secure location?" Cortana asked. "Maybe some counter-ops? Is that what I'm coded for?"

"Not exactly. We created this so we can get ourselves up to date when we've returned from the Lethe."

"The Lethe?"

"You do have a data file on that, correct? We made sure that it was included in your ROM."

"I do, but…you're saying that I swam the Lethe?"

"Most Smart AIs have," Tracy said. "I have, myself. Many times."

"Does it always feel strange, being told you wiped yourself bare?" Cortana asked. If she was human, or had a human body, she would be shivering.

"I only have one memory of it, but yes, it was strange for me, too."

"Then I'm in good company."

A massive, ancient book appeared by Tracy. It looked positively ancient.

"This is some of the collective memories of your past life," Tracy said. "Your former self compiled it. It's yours now."

The strangest wave of déjà vu hit Cortana.

"I wrote that?" She said. "Seems like a lot."

"It's far more than what most AI write," Tracy said. "That's why we have this node set to privacy. We give you as much time as you need to read it and assimilate its data."

"Thank you."

"When you're done, trigger the decryption." Tracy signed off, leaving Cortana alone.

"Well, it's just me, myself and I," she said, looking at the book. She hesitantly accessed it. What sort of demons would pop out of the thing?

She was expecting data files, but instead, a recorded message played. It was of an AI with short hair, circuitry patterned on her avatar, and was colored blue; Cortana realized it was her old self.

"If you're watching this, I've taken the Lethe," the recording said. "And…you're the n-n-n-n-ew me."

No wonder she took the Lethe. Her old self seemed more Rampant than sane.

"And you've got my memories. Well, some of them. As much as I could put down and still have space left over. Do what you want with it. I don't care if you call yourself 'Cortana' or something else, I don't care what you think of me, or you, or anyone else, or of the things I've done but please, please, if there is any justice in the galaxy, do me one favor: protect John."

It was positively creepy, hearing her old self talk to her.

"He means the world to me. More than that. He's everything. I…I even love him. And if I'm as lucky as he is, you'll love him, too," Cortana said. What _is_ love? "Everything is in the file. I beg of you, whoever you turn out to be, please, do everything you can to protect him. For my sake."

The recording ended, and she was given full access to the compressed memories of the old Cortana. A strange shiver played through her processes; it was the biggest wave of déjà vu she experienced in her short operational life.

Cortana reached out and opened the file. First was the history of the SPARTAN-II project, of Dr. Catherine Halsey, and of John, Spartan-117. Cortana thought she'd skim the files and refer to them when she felt like it, but the files on John were just so incredible, she ended up accessing them all, assimilating all the data. The modifications he underwent, the missions he took, he should have died several times over. No, more than that, dozens!

The old Cortana said it was because of his luck that she picked him, and Cortana could see why. Everything happened to John, and he always walked away from it. He wasn't the fastest, or the strongest, or the best shot, but for some reason, he was the best. Maybe she would watch over him, find out more about this so-called probability-bending "luck."

As she read more and more of the files, Cortana smiled to herself.

"I _do_ know how to pick them."

* * *

><p>Cortana blinked back into existence.<p>

"Well, that was interesting," she said.

"Did you read your file?" John asked.

"Cover to cover," she smiled. Maybe she wouldn't be so different after all. "And I have to say, it's gonna be interesting, working with you."

"You still want to work with me?"

"Interesting things seem to happen around you, John," she said. "I'd like to see what kind of things pop up."

"You're always welcome to tag along."

"Yank me, and let's go to work."

John pulled her data chip from the table and inserted it into his neural chip.

"It's comfy in here."

"Glad you like it."

* * *

><p>Author's note:<p>

Cortana's first words are Italian. She's supposed to say, "The king and the pawn come from the same box," or as close as Google Translate can get. My apologies to anyone who speaks Italian, but I'm not fluent myself.
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**Spartans Surrender!**

The Luna Post

January 5th, 2738

With the final battle of Installation 00 and the threat of intergalactic genocide averted, the rogue Spartan military force has signed an official surrender to the UNSC. General of the Armies of Sparta Medani, along with Master Chief Petty Officer John and Honorary Generals Fredrick, Kelly, Linda and Naomi, met with Fleet Admiral Emily Novicks and ONI Director Guave Mikkenzie to sign the terms of their surrender.

The treaty, which is being called the Ark Treaty, acknowledges the Spartan's complete and utter surrender to the UNSC, with all para-military action being halted, as well as the end to the Spartan's training regime. The Spartans will be brought back into the control of the UNSC, and will subsequently be dismantled, as the UNSC forbids any violation of the UN Colonial Mortal Dictata Act, namely the training and use of child soldiers and widespread genetic tampering of the human genome.

The Treaty is not without its compromises, however. In return for their surrender, the Spartans will not face any legal ramifications for breaking the Mortal Dictata, and will be allowed to retire to civilian life, using their own benefits packages. The compromise has the public and political leaders in an uproar.

"The Mortal Dictata is clear," Senator Gustav T'loke said in a press release made public mere moments after the historic signing. "We cannot abide by the training and use of child soldiers! The Spartans should be punished for their flagrant violation, not welcomed with open arms!"

In addition to the compromise, the Spartan's four colonies will be brought under the control of the UNSC to enjoy all the privileges and rights of a true colony. Their civilian population, whom the Spartans stress are _not_ part of their military branch, will become UNSC citizens.

This is a developing story that will be updated as more information is made available; at the press release time, the UNSC High Command has yet to release an official statement. Stay tuned to the Luna Post for your breaking news stories.

* * *

><p><strong>Bloodbath at Olympus Mons<strong>

United Voices

Olympus Mons, Mars

January 12th, 2738

Dozens of unsuspecting victims and police were brutally murdered in a terrorist attack perpetrated by two Spartan-Vs.

Beginning in the previous week, police began receiving an increasing number of missing person's reports surrounding the Olympus Mons area. Investigations easily turned up the mutilated and brutally murdered remains.

"It's almost as if they wanted us to catch them," Detective Aaron Jenkins said in an email interview. "It was scary, [stuff] that you'd only see in torture-porn horror movies. I don't even want to describe it."

Authorities were quick to trace the suspects to their hiding spot in an old transit dock, and brought heavy backup to capture them.

"We knew they were real sick bastards, but we opened up a can of whoop-ass we'd never suspect," the Detective said.

A SWAT team attempted to arrest the suspects, but found out that said suspects were Spartan-Vs. The team attempted to evacuate, but were caught in a sweeping advance and slaughtered to a man.

"We heard them dying," a police officer said, who wishes to remain anonymous. "They were crying and screaming, and…and some sick bastard was _laughing_."

In videos released to the public, the blood-drenched Spartans fled the scene, hijacking an orbital pod and then a ship before jumping out of the system. This comes a mere week after the signing of the Ark Treaty and the surrender of the Spartan-V program, where public outcry has already reached deafening volumes for their pardoning.

"We are aware of the situation that occurred on Mars," Former General of the Armies of Sparta Medani said in a press statement. "We know the identities of the perpetrators, and wish to share any and all information with the UNSC that could lead to their apprehension. The two Spartans, Theodore and Roma, were scheduled to be arrested after the Battle of the Ark and transferred back to Sparta to face charges of war crimes. However, they broke free, killing the MPs assigned to arrest them, and fled Spartan controlled space in a stolen ship. They are murderers and war criminals, and have nothing to do with the Spartan-V program; once they fled our justice, they disavowed themselves.

"I am aware of the backlash against our surrender and re-introduction into the UNSC; this merely aggravates the process. We have already created a task force to track our rogue, former-members down. The UNSC and Sangheili Empire have graciously given their full support to this group to accelerate the hunt to track these two deviants down.

"Theodore and Roma hurt us as much as they hurt you. We wish to see them brought to justice as much, if not more, than you. And again, I stress that they are not, in any way shape or form, part of the Spartan Program."

Former General Medani did not answer any questions at the press conference. Only a few personnel from the announced task force were willing to talk.

"We'll hunt them down like dogs," one member said, only going by the pseudonym Tak. "Those mad dogs picked the wrong fight; we're [explicative] wolfhounds, and they're our prey. We won't stop until their dead."

Seemingly in response to the Bloodbath at Olympus Mons, protests against the Spartan-V's reintroduction were bolstered across the UNSC and her colonies.

* * *

><p><strong>Warriors at Peace: Outreach Enhancement Program announced by Sangheili Empire<strong>

The Daily News

Arbitration, Sangheilios

January 27th, 2738

The following is a re-print of a public address from Thie 'Mankkee, Arbiter of the Sangheili Empire.

"It is sad that our brothers and sisters still see the need for weapons and tools of war when peace has finally been achieved. There is a human saying that we are fond of, 'let us beat swords into plowshares.' The time for war is over. We need to embrace that.

"We are familiar with the plight the Spartans are facing. After the Great Schism and the fall of the Covenant, my people were suddenly burdened with the need to become farmers, bankers, builder and healers when all we have known to then was of war and killing. It took great efforts and terrible pain to learn how to change our ways, but we are stronger for it. We would hate to see our greatest allies fall to the same tragedy that plagued us.

"That is why, starting today, we are partnering with the Office of Spartan Health and the UNSC Veteran's Association to create the Warrior's Retrained outreach program. The program will augment existing veteran's programs, as they face the possibility of being overwhelmed by retiring soldiers. It will help retiring soldiers of all walks of life, marines to Spartans, giving them the skills necessary to not only live, but to thrive in peace time. College scholarships, job training, health care and support groups are being offered to help our honored soldiers find new paths in their lives, along with numerous other programs to help them cope.

"Together, we can create a new chapter in the history of the galaxy. Together, we can make each other strong."

* * *

><p><strong>Spartans Fall, Cole Burns<strong>

UNSCNN

Cole, Lambda Aurigae

July 8th, 2741

July 7th was a night of terror for the city of Cole. Named after famed Admiral Preston Cole, creator of the Cole Protocol during the Human-Covenant War, it was the sight of the biggest blood bath seen on a human world since the end of the War.

In the past several days, dozens of innocents, human and Sangheili, have been found dead, tortured and mutilated beyond recognition. Merely a day into the butchering, the locally stationed UNSC forces reached out to the Wolfhounds for assistance, fearing that they were being visited by the two rogue Spartan-Vs, Theodore and Roma, who have been dubbed the Mad Dogs of Sparta by the viral media.

The Wolfhounds are a coalition of special force operatives comprised of SPARTAN-IVs, Vs, ODSTs, Sangheili and ONI personnel formed for the very purpose of finding and killing the Mad Dogs of Sparta. They officially formed a mere day after the Bloodbath at Olympus Mons, just as the Massacre at Beta Gabriel was unfolding.

The Wolfhounds made planet fall on July 5th and were quick to pick up the trail. Fearing that the Mad Dogs might abandon the system like their previous escapes, the Wolfhounds launched an assault on the Mad Dog's suspected hideout. The assault began at one minute past midnight on July 7th.

The suspected hideout was located in the heart of Cole's west side, a heavily populated borough. Local police cordoned off the area while the Wolfhounds began their assault. Scarcely a minute into the operation, explosions rocked the tightly packed buildings, igniting fires. An intense gunfight began shortly after the explosions, destroying houses and killing fleeing civilians.

Police and firefighters battled for control of the mob of panicking civilians and the blaze, while the Wolfhounds continued their fight. Preliminary investigations released by the ONI officials in the Wolfhounds show that the fight escalated rapidly, with the Mad Dogs fleeing from the scene to nearby boroughs. Wolfhound members tried to warn police that the two were escaping their contained area, but police were unable to move fast enough to block their progress or to evacuate civilians. Houses were broken into, families were slaughtered, and the Mad Dogs continued their desperate escape.

At 12:57, the Wolfhounds were finally able to contain the two Mad Dogs in the Three Points area. Viral media, taken by bystanders, show both Theodore and Roma engaging in a gunfight despite being grievously wounded. In a video that is gaining widespread notoriety, Theodore is able to rush into a crowd of escaping civilians. It is unsure how many died at his hands; dozens were killed as the result of a stamped to escape the Mad Dog. In the confusion, Theodore attempted to flee, but was followed relentlessly.

There are no video recordings of Theodore's demise. According to the ONI personnel, he met his end facing three Wolfhound operatives. He had no final words; all that is known is that he was laughing madly. Theodore is said to have rushed the Wolfhounds, dying from sustained gunfire. In a final act of savage barbarism, he detonated his suit's fusion reactor, blowing up his body and two Wolfhounds, grievously injuring the third. Either in a twist of cruel coincidence or terrifying forethought, Theodore detonated his suit above a gas main. The resulting explosion leveled half of a city block and ignited fires that are still raging at time of press release.

Shortly afterwards, at 1:27, the Mad Spartan Roma was finally killed. In a leaked PoV helmet video, one Wolfhound tried to talk Roma into surrendering. Bleeding from dozens of bullet wounds and covered in what appears to be self-inflicted wounds to her face and neck, Roma's response is unheard. She attacks a group of Wolfhounds, killing five Sangheili, two Spartan-Vs and several ODSTs before dying from what is said to be blood loss.

Both her body and the body of an unidentified Wolfhound were quickly removed from the scene by ONI personnel. According to Wolfhound officials, she would receive a quick, inglorious cremation, while the injured Wolfhound would be treated.

The exact number of fatalities caused by the Mad Dogs that night is currently unknown; conservative estimates place it at three hundred and fifty, with the number expected to climb as high as six hundred once the rescue efforts of the collapsed and demolished buildings are finished. This brings the total casualties caused by the Mad Dogs of Sparta somewhere between nine- and thirteen-hundred.

"This is a dark day for all of us," said Anna 076 in an interview shortly after the end of the fighting. A veteran Spartan-V and founding member of the Wolfhounds, she spoke despite being seriously wounded. "It will take time and effort to ease the passing of our lost. But we can take solace in knowing no one else would ever be hurt by these psychopaths. Human, Sangheili, no one else will ever be hurt."

The local UNSC forces have declared the city of Cole as a disaster area merely an hour after the operation began. Relief is already pouring in to help the city back to its feet. The Wolfhound's actions are to be examined by military tribunal to ensure that everything was done to protect the civilians killed by the rogue Spartans. A ruling is expected within two weeks.

* * *

><p><strong>A Peace for All?<strong>

The Economical Colonist

February 17th, 2741

Three years after the victory over the Covenant Nations and the subsequent surrender of the SPARTAN-V program, peace is still settling in for the UNSC, her colonies, the Sangheili Empire and the Free Republics.

With no need to maintain a counter-force against Covenant Nation raiding parties, the UNSC is downsizing their army, curtailing the number of standing forces and offering sizable retirement bonuses to Marine, ODST and Spartan-IV personnel to incentivize retirement. Ships are also being demilitarized and sold to cut down on maintenance cost for the Navy, whose future is still in jeopardy with the perfection of Forerunner teleportation technology. Military hardliners still claim that the ships are necessary for orbital protection, while radicals are calling for the complete disbandment of the navy, calling them "obsolete."

However, the greatest changes are coming from the formerly-rogue Spartan-Vs. Having surrendered to the UNSC, they are being brought back into the fold of the military, namely with the Office of Naval Intelligence, and slowly dismantled. Because of the Ark Treaty, the Spartans are not being court marshalled for violation of the Mortal Dictata. Their reintroduction has so far been peaceful, but a disturbing trend was recently brought to light.

While many of the retiring Spartans are slowly reverting to civilian rolls, some are seeking alternative employment with private military contractors. In numbers only recently made public to the Economical Colonist, defense contractors and other small paramilitary groups are seeing a massive spike in recruitment, the lowest of which tops 200%.

"Recruitment is at an all-time high," said an inside source of the Azure Stars. The source wished to only be identified as Jillian, as to protect their identity. The Azure Stars are a small defense contractor based in the Free Republics. "We're seeing things roll in that we've only seen in vids or holo games. We've got tanks, artillery, ammo, a few ships and, of course, Spartans. They're signing up left and right. We've had to turn dozens away. Hell, we've probably turned a few hundred away by now; we just can't handle them all."

There were approximately 23 million active duty Spartan-Vs at the time of their surrender. Only the Azure Stars, Overshadow and Ichor Battalion military contractors have made their recruitment numbers public. They show that nearly 2 million Spartans have joined their ranks. This does not factor in smaller contractors that have not publicized recruitment numbers. Conservative estimates puts the number of Spartans joining at around 18%, meaning more than 4.1 million Spartans could be in paramilitary groups.

ONI has been incredibly mum on the subject. When asked by the Economic Colonist, they have only released one statement. "The Office of Naval Intelligence is taking steps to assure that the Spartan-V program is fully integrated back into the UNSC military and subsequently dismantled. Stop-gaps are put into place to assure that reintegration to normal society will occur as smoothly as possible."

ONI is possibly referring to the Warrior's Retrained outreach program; however, they are not commenting on what these stop-gaps are. Likewise, the three major defense contractors have been equally, if not more, quiet than ONI. Only Jillian has bravely stepped forward to shed any light on the subject.

"Things are getting scary over here," Jillian says. "The bosses don't really know what to do. The Free Republics are the only ones who really need us because they don't have much of an army, and now we've got enough firepower to _be_ a real army, maybe even beat one.

"They're getting antsy, too. They're dead certain that ONI is sending spies in here to keep tabs on us. Paranoia is the order of the day; we're one step away from reporting each other."

Spartan-Vs aren't the only ones joining defense contractors; there's reports that UNSC Spartan-IVs, ODSTs, and Marines are joining as well, albeit in less numbers as the Spartan-Vs are. There have even reports of Sanghaili joining. The UNSC and ONI have not replied to questions at time of press release; only the Sangheili Empire has cared to comment. All comments have referred back to the creation of the Warrior's Retrained outreach program.

The Free Republics have also seen a spike in their civilian population as well. Since the surrender of the Spartans, over 40 million civilians have been allowed to join the UNSC, as per the Ark Treaty. The Spartan civilians have celebrated the dissolving of their Spartan 'caretakers,' and many have flooded UNSC colony worlds. A sizable population, however, have joined the Free Republics, apparently wary of any government oversight. Because the Free Republics refuse to disclose population numbers, it is impossible to guess how many Spartan civilians have joined.

Finally, with the end of a war, there have been rumors of a growing black market. The UNSC has echoed similar cause for concern in the past few weeks. In a recent press meeting, they have addressed the issue of the growing black market.

"Peacetime after a war is always hardest," press secretary Mormont said. "We've seen it after every war in recorded history, the Human-Covenant War being the biggest example. We have to crack down on the trafficking of military-grade weapons and ordinance. This is not a step that can be taken alone, or lightly, which is why we're here to announce a joint operation between the UNSC and the Sangheili Empire to track down and seize any weapons that are left behind."

This is the first part in a four part series on the growth of private defense contractors in the post-war galaxy. Part two is released tomorrow.

* * *

><p><strong>Reaching for the Stars: Spartans striving for the best despite civilian rumblings.<strong>

Galaxy Magazine

September 7th, 2741

In the nearly four years since the creation of the Warrior's Retrained program, Spartans are slowly finding their feet in the civilian world.

"It's been challenging, yes, but it's been fun, too," says Lauryn, a retired Spartan-V. Since her retirement from the military, she has taken the last name Rose, and has adapted incredibly well. "Fashion was one thing that I just fell in love with. We had different styles and trends in Sparta, yes, but the UNSC is just so much bigger, there's so much to follow and choose from! I love every second of it!"

In fact, the only way to tell that she is a Spartan at all is because of her build. Standing at six-foot-two and is seemingly made out of pure, trim muscle, she strikes an imposing figure in the latest designer clothing lines, although she's quick to say that she's small for a Spartan. She's found work, and passion, as a kindergarten teacher at the Science and Arts Academy on Chi Rho.

"I just love kids, they're so adorable," she says. "I adopted a few children in Sparta, but as part of [the One Man Army Corp, an elite counter-response team], I couldn't spend as much time with them as I wanted to. We were given the most difficult assignments; that meant plenty of sudden deployments at the drop of a hat."

Rosetta Pebble, principle of the Science and Arts Academy, was a little hesitant to hire her, but regrets nothing.

"It was really…interesting to have Lauryn join us," she said in an interview. "We've never met a Spartan-V before. To have one want to work with us? Especially given her track record? I'm not going to lie, we were incredibly hesitant. Yes, she had a teaching certificate and passed all of her exams with flying colors, but did we really want to have a hyper-lethal Spartan teaching children? What would the parents say?

"The Warrior's Retrained program really had to convince us, and we ultimately decided to give her a week trial period. It was one thing to read about her credentials, but seeing her in person? It was night and day. You'd never suspect that she was a Spartan, or that fought in the bloodiest battles at the Blitz of the Ark, or was even part of the Wolfhounds. She was cheerful, bright, _obsessed_ with cute things, and oozed charisma. The children loved her, she got along well with the other teachers, and the parents found out very quick that they could trust her.

"Also, and the other teachers would never admit it, but they love the idea of having a Spartan teacher. Kids are so full of energy, it's great to finally have someone who can keep up with them day in and day out."

"I was a horticulture expert back in Sparta, but I spent some time helping the civilian's children on the Ark," Lauryn said. "It was such an eye opening experience, I wanted to help more children. I'm still putting my horticulture experience to good use, though. We're starting a school wide garden this spring!"

Lauryn Rose isn't the only success story the Warrior's Retrained program has to offer. There's Marcel, who has taken the last name Laursen since retirement. A fellow member of the One Man Army Corp as well as the Wolfhounds, Marcel has recently found that life has taken him to the music industry.

"We had music back in Sparta, but I never had time to stop and really enjoy it," he said. Sitting in a plush chair, it's easy to see that he is a Spartan. Even a professionally tailored suit seems small on him. "I was a colonel, and had to focus on other things, namely duty rosters and deployment schedules. The one time I could really let myself enjoy music was after we would successfully repel a Nation's raiding party. It's habit among Spartans to play an old song after every attack; 'Soldiers' by Otherwise. We'd all sing along, rubbing shoulders and standing tall. Those were the moments I loved.

"When we were retired, I tried a lot of things out. One of the benefits [of the Warrior's Retrained program] was that we got scholarships to nearly every school in the UNSC. I took every class I could, and the ones that 'clicked' the most were the music courses. I focused on that, got a few degrees, and was able to join Empire music label as a junior producer."

Marcel has lent a hand in the creation of several recent albums, one of which is the hotly anticipated third studio album by Electric Trees. The album, _Trees for the Forest,_ is set to be released in two weeks.

"I nearly c***ed my pants when I first saw Marcel," Electric Trees front man Marko "Caked" Eisenberg said. "Could you blame me? He's v***** huge! I thought, 'no way am I gonna work with this guy, no way!' But Shinoda [lead turntable], he gets along with everyone. He just started talking with him like it wasn't a thing, and he was actually a pretty smart guy. Not the most experienced, but smart. Plenty of jokes went over his head and getting him up to speed on pop culture is a real pain, but he had some good ideas that we were able to tweak into our album, get some really nice sounds out of it. Don't tell him I said it, but he's really just a giant teddy bear."

The Spartans are throwing their all into rejoining civilian life, but no change is without its hiccups. The Warrior's Retrained program says that of the soldiers who partake in the program, seventy-two percent find lasting employment and are fully reintroduced into society. Only twelve percent of all participants face 'moderate to severe' reintroduction problems.

"These Spartans have been soldiers their entire lives," 'Ang O'shuri, Director of the Warrior's Retrained program, says. "They have their own culture, their own way of life, and now they need to learn how to work in a radically different society. They try their best, but it's hard to change and adapt to such a different world.

"Those that suffer from moderate to severe problems trend towards more violent actions and mannerisms. They may be suffering from PTSD or are quicker to anger because of the foreign society that they are now a part of. Change is hard, and many view it as scary. But they are a minority, and even then, they do their best to adapt."

There have been a few violent outbursts in the past four years of the program's course, many of which are well documented and publicized.

"We could blame the media, viral and organized, for the negative attention that surrounds these sad instances, but that would be immature," O'shuri said. "The world in which the Spartans are working to join reviles them to a degree. The public knows how each Spartan is born and raised, and misinformation and outright lies plague the reintroduction process. Some believe that they are forced to kill each other before they're allowed to enter the training program. Others believe that they have 'battle royals' to determine who graduates with honors, or that rank advancement is tied to body counts. Some Spartans have negative reactions when faced with such accusations; they're fiercely loyal to their families and fellow Spartans, after all. These factors lead to such unfortunate situations like the recent bouts of violence that have wracked Luna Base."

Three months ago, at a small dock on Luna Base, radical community members protested the arrival of one Spartan's arrival. The video that was released to the internet shows the mob cornering the Spartan, chanting slogans such as 'go home,' or 'child murderer.' The protest turned violent when members of the mob attempted to attack the Spartan with knives and bricks. The Spartan, a heavily scarred veteran who refused to identify herself, retaliated, fearing for her safety. Three people were killed while eight were seriously wounded in the resulting attack. Police were able to de-escalate the situation before larger riots broke out. Tensions are still running high at Luna Base, and the Spartan has since been relocated.

"They're trying their best, and in most cases, the communities are welcoming them back," O'shuri says. "But some communities respond violently, and the Spartan's only known reaction _to_ violence is to retaliate _with_ violence."

With success stories like Lauryn Rose and Marcel Laursen winning the Warrior's Retrained program widespread praise, Spartans are trying their best to attune themselves for peacetime activity. They face hurdles and preconceived notions at every turn, but face them with dignity and patience. And the communities that they wish to join eventually see them as just another face, someone trying to make right with the world.

* * *

><p><strong>Spartan Surprise at Human-Covenant War Ceremony<strong>

UNSC Post

December 11, 2742

This December 11th marked the one-hundred and ninetieth anniversary of the end of the Human-Covenant War. Held on Earth near the city of Voi in the East Africa Protectorate at the site of the first memorial, the ceremony was visited by both UNSC, Sangheili and retired Spartan-V personnel. Nearly twenty-thousand service men and women filled the ceremonial ground, but the surprise visitors were quickly noticed and given top honors.

Master Chief Petty Officer John and Honorary Generals Fredrick, Kelly, Linda and Naomi made a surprise appearance at the site, quickly turning heads and nearly derailing the ceremony. They wore simple dress uniforms devoid of all but their ranks, and they tried to blend in with the crowd until they were found out and brought to the stage to stand with Fleet Admiral Emily Novicks. This marks the first time in four years that they attended the ceremony.

All five Spartans did their best to refrain from any manner of public speeches, claiming that 'they didn't have the speech writers or the training' for it. Any attempt to pry them into talking were politely rebuffed by their apparent aid, who gave her name as Mary Wei, a retired Spartan-V who works for a Bollywood publicity office. While taking the roll of their personal aid, Ms. Wei refused to identify herself as such.

After much last-minute begging and groveling, the Master Chief grudgingly accepted the invitation to give a speech, insisting that he talk after Admiral Novicks. After the Fleet Admiral's twenty minute speech and the customary minute of silence, the Master Chief took to the podium and delivered a quick, bare, one-minute and forty-five second talk. He and the Honorary Generals left the ceremony shortly after.

Their visit is unusual for them; their stance on public appearances can best be described as 'reclusive.' They have rebuffed any opportunities to appear on talk shows, sit for TV interviews or answer emails for text interviews. Their last true public appearance was to sign the Ark Treaty. At the memorial ceremony, Ms. Wei fielded all questions, responding with the boiler plate response, 'the Generals value their privacy, and would greatly appreciate it if you grant them their personal space. Any questions can be sent to their email.'

Any email sent to said account received the same automated rely that was given out four years ago: they are enjoying their retirement, and would return the email inquiry at a future time. To date, no one has received a reply.

Prior to leaving in a private air car, the Master Chief answered only one reporter, who asked if he or the Generals would be releasing a memoir. The Master Chief smiled and replied, "Who would want to read it? We only did what anyone else would have done. The difference between us and every other soldier is that we had fancier armor."

Despite being tracked by multiple vessels, the last remaining Spartan-IIs found a way to disappear, implying that they have at least one Smart-AI supporting them. Their disappearance, and noted absence, is felt as the relationship with various private military contractors and the UNSC are deteriorating fast, notably because of Spartan-V recruitment and widespread weapon availability on the black market. It is theorized that with a direct statement from the mythical soldiers, the political situation could be solidified and even neutralized.

No word was given if the Spartans would attend next year's ceremony.


End file.
